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Abstract
On January 24, 2013, the Secretary of Defense rescinded the 1994-ground combat
exclusion policy to integrate women into all occupations previously closed to them,
particularly special operations, infantry, and armored divisions. This change in policy
required military policy makers to establish gender-neutral standards for physically
demanding jobs to meet the military’s needs. Extensive research exists on the
readjustment experiences of male veterans and families adapting to new lives after a
service member returns from combat, yet the experiences of single women returning from
combat remain empirically unexplored. The purpose of this study was to fill the gap in
this area of military research. This phenomenological study used Ingram, Schneider, and
DeLeon’s theory of the social construction of target populations and policy design to
explore the ways in which single women returning from combat perceived their social
construction changed as they reintegrated into their units or transitioned from the military
back into their communities of origin. A purposive sample was drawn using snowball
sampling. Data from interviews with 13 single women who served in combat were
analyzed using Moustakas’ modified version of van Kaam’s method. Seven key themes
emerged from the data: anticipation and perceptions of deployment in a combat zone, as
well as readjustment experiences including social activities, people who influenced
readjustment, value derived, needs, and social interactions. Positive social change may
occur by raising the awareness among military leaders, military scholars, and policy
makers about the need for policies and further research that could possibly aid future
generations of single women returning from combat.
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study
Introduction
In 2013, during a “Champions of Change” event at the White House, First Lady
Michelle Obama honored 14 women veterans who, after serving honorably, continue to
serve as leaders at the local, state, and federal levels of government. The First Lady told
the honorees:
You all are part of a long line of women who have broken barriers, defied
expectations, and served this country with unparalleled courage and
determination. You’ve been on the front lines, often in the line of fire, and
generation after generation, women like you have proven you not only serve
alongside men, you lead them as well. (Lyle, 2013, para. 3)
Women became integral members of the U.S. Armed Forces following the end of
the draft and the establishment of an all-volunteer force (AVF) in 1973; however, they
were always a minority (Kamarck, 2016). During the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars, even
though their roles expanded beyond their normal specialties and occupations, the full
integration of women into the Armed Forces was not yet evident because of the longstanding policies that banned women from serving in direct ground combat units (Women
in International Security, 2017). While the 1994 rules of engagement (RoE) policy
restricted women from direct ground combat, women assumed more combat-related roles
in Iraq and Afghanistan than at any other time in history (Under Secretary of Defense for
Personnel and Readiness, 2012). These roles included, but were not limited to,
commanding battalions, patrolling dangerous areas to gather intelligence, guarding bases
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and prisoners, combat medics and handling human remains, military police, explosive
ordinance personnel, convoy truck drivers, and other duties that did not involve direct
ground combat.
Although their roles were not combat-related, in some cases, many of the women
performing these duties came under attack from enemy fire. They served without the
combat infantry training provided to the men who served beside them, yet they were able
to defend themselves and their comrades (Mattocks et al., 2012; Monahan & NeidelGreenlee, 2010). During these firefights, some women sustained injuries, became
prisoners of war, or were killed in action while fulfilling their service commitment (U.S.
Army Official Report on 507th Maintenance Company, 2003). After more than a decade
of war, in January 2013, Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta announced his decision to
rescind the 1994 ground combat exclusion policy and the integration of women into
occupational fields to the maximum extent possible (Goldberg, 2016; Hardison, Hosek, &
Saavedra, 2015; McSally, 2007). Secretary Panetta’s announcement changed the longstanding policy that kept women out of direct ground combat units, particularly special
operations, infantry, and armored divisions. This shift in policy pointed not only towards
the evolving role that women have played in the nation’s defense, but also to a paradigm
shift in the full acceptance and integration of women into the Armed Forces.
As the number of women entering the military continued to grow, the various
policies, legal restrictions, societal resistance, and attitudes that previously limited the
direct ground combat unit assignment options available to women have decreased
(McSally, 2007). With varying degrees of both speed and success, many of the
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occupational barriers routinely encountered by women in the military are beginning to
dissolve (Schaefer et al., 2015). By viewing policy changes in the military in the context
of social change and policy design, as it relates to the use of women in combat,
researchers and policy makers can better understand, appreciate, and respond to the
increasing role of single women in executing the military mission in future combat
operations. Although there have been numerous studies conducted on the challenges and
concerns of married service members, single parents, and dual-military couples returning
from deployment (Institute of Medicine [IoM], 2010, 2013) in a combat zone, there
remains a void of comparable research that involves single, never married, and
nonparenting women, based on my review of the literature. To provide single women the
appropriate services and resources they need following combat exposure, military leaders
and policy makers should initiate research documenting their specific and unique
readjustment experiences and needs. In addition, research that specifically targets single
women will add to experts’ understanding of the factors that may affect these women’s
readjustment and well-being following future deployments.
Readjustment plays a vital role in a service member’s (SM’s) transition home
after time served in a war zone. For some, homecoming and reunions are not always
easy; nor do they always go smoothly, or provide the type of relief SMs might expect.
Depending on the length of the deployment, returning combat veterans must get to know
their families, friends, and communities all over again; the readjustment process takes
time. For instance, according to Mattocks et al. (2012), simple everyday tasks like driving
down the highway become problematic for many service members dealing with the
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lingering effects of war. Others have nightmares and feel their friends and family
members would not understand what they have experienced, so rather than reach out to
share their difficult memories, they keep them to themselves. For service members
working in the medical field sharing their memories of the horrific damage of what they
have witnessed to human bodies while working in trauma units is especially difficult
because treating people who have been blown up is not something that is relatable to any
experience most people outside of the medical field experience.
Historically, the U.S. Armed Forces exclusively focused on the readjustment
experiences and needs of men. Romaniuk and Kidd (2018) emphasized that in a number
of recent studies conducted within the last 4-years, recruiting 10 or more participants,
researchers noted that samples were mostly homogeneous, consisting predominantly or
entirely of male veteran participants from a range of conflict eras. Approximately, 9 of
the 12 studies conducted in the U.S. focused primarily on the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars
or post-9/11 era. Furthermore, in the limited number of mixed gender studies following
war zone exposure (“Returning Home,” 2014; Street, Gradus, Giasson, Vogt, & Resick,
2013; Woodhead, Wessely, Jones, Fear, & Hatch, 2012), researchers did not make a
distinction between those who were married, single with children, or single never married
and nonparenting in their sampling of women. Leslie and Koblinsky (2017) explained,
when examining how women veterans of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars are coping it is
important to understand the sociocultural aspects of gender. In their study on the return to
civilian life and family reintegration and readjustment, the authors noted that one third of
the women deployed in support of the wars were either married or in a relationship, and
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slightly more than one half were mothers. Equally important, 44% of the women who
participated in the five focus groups were single. The omission of this subpopulation of
the military from programs and studies suggests that modern-day women may not fit into
the traditional framework of the military.
A plethora of Department of Defense (DOD) programs and policies exist that
support SMs facing deployment-related issues. In general, such programs and policies
tend to focus solely on married, heterosexual couples and their children (IoM, 2013).
Consequently, few researchers have examined issues as they relate to single SMs (IoM,
2013; Maffucci & Frazier, 2015; Mankowski, Haskell, Brandt & Mattocks, 2015;
“Returning Home,” 2014). The number of peer-reviewed studies has grown on the impact
deployments have had on those deployed in support of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
(Dutra et al., 2011; Hoge, Clark, & Castro, 2007; Maguen, Luxton, Skopp & Madden,
2012), yet a gap remains in studies related to single SMs. Because of this, single SMs are
an underserved and underrepresented subpopulation of the military. In addition, the
communities in which this population transition back into when their tour of military
service is over has caused community leaders to raise concerns as to whether single SMs
have leaner, or less supportive, social networks than those of their married counterparts
(IoM, 2013). The committee further concluded that, in the absence of strong support
networks and social activities, behavioral health issues may surface among this young
single population of SMs returning from deployment. Researchers also recommended
that DoD expand its definition of “family” to include the full constellation of military
families and extend support to “nontraditional” households, which include unmarried
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partners, same-sex couples, single parents, and stepfamilies (“Returning Home,” 2014).
According to a report published by the Disabled American Veterans (2014), the
challenges of readjustment to postmilitary life affect women differently than men and
should receive attention from local communities and the federal government that is at
least comparable to that received by men. As Thomas and Plummer-Taylor (2015) and
Junger (2015) have noted, any loss to one’s social community may cause significant
problems during transition. Collectively, challenges like financial instability, family
caregiving responsibilities, and lack of social support contribute to stress injury and
depression rates that are over 2.3 times higher for women veterans leaving active duty
than for male veterans (Thomas et al., 2015; Washington & Yano, 2013). In specifically
addressing the knowledge gap related to single, never married, and nonparenting U.S.
women returning from combat, this study serves as a precursor to future research studies
regarding this subpopulation of the military and the current topic under investigation.
The purpose of this phenomenological study was to focus on the actual
readjustment experiences and needs of single women after exposure to combat in Iraq
and Afghanistan. Another intended purpose was to fill a gap in the scholarly literature to
obtain a better understanding of the phenomenon under investigation as experienced
firsthand by this population. In future combat operations, policies restricting women from
serving in direct ground combat units will no longer be applicable; therefore, women
assigned to combat arms at the battalion and brigade level in infantry and armored
divisions, Ranger Regiments, combat engineer, field artillery, and low altitude air defense
units (Women In International Society, 2017) may face a new series of challenges.
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Perhaps the most obvious challenge in the total integration of women in combat may be a
culture shift as previously closed all-male career fields open to women. Other challenges
may include combat-associated trauma and stress, which can negatively impact physical,
mental, and emotional well-being, and social support in protecting women against
posttraumatic stress disorder (Zagorski, 2016). In view of these policy changes, as well as
projected military and societal changes, I sought to gain insight into the perspective of
single women following deployment in a combat zone.
Such knowledge may be useful to policy makers in planning future readjustment
programs and services that address the needs of single women. This study may provide
military leaders, policy makers, health care professionals, and community leaders an
opportunity to play a vital role in developing a multidisciplinary support network system
capable of easing the transition home for single women. This type of support system for
these women may discourage isolation, provide recommendations on coping with
readjustment issues, and the stressful memories of having served in a combat zone in the
years following their return.
Background
During President Lincoln’s second inaugural address to the nation, he pledged
America’s solemn obligation “to care for him who shall have borne the battle, and for his
widow, and his orphan” (Mulhall, 2009, p. 1). In support of this initiative, Lincoln
authorized the establishment of the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA). More than 149
years later, women too are engaged in the defense of the nation, having served in every
U.S. military conflict since the American Revolution. However, the VA paid little heed to
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the specific needs of women veterans for much of its early history (Downes, 2012;
Murdoch et al., 2006), and there is only scarce research focused on women veterans,
based on my review of the literature. In the 19th century, female gender was often an
exclusion criterion in research studies, and women veterans’ voices in research were
muted at best (Frayne et al., 2013; Thomas, Haring, McDaniel, Fletcher, & Albright,
2017). In the 20th and 21st centuries, research studies regarding women in the military are
more inclusive and positive towards women and their contributions to the defense of the
nation.
For instance, with the opening of its doors to the general public in the fall of 1997,
the Women in Military Service for America Memorial acknowledged the
accomplishments of more than two million U.S. women who had served in domestic and
international crises since the Revolutionary War. The Education Center within the
memorial tells the stories of these forerunners and then focuses on women of the 20th
century who have served both in and with the military in ever-expanding roles
(Biesecker, 2002). In addition, the vast majority of indicators in the force today
recognized the role and contributions that women made in the last 13 years of the Iraqi
and Afghanistan wars. Commencing in 2013 and culminating in 2015, TRADOC led a
Gender Integration Study examining the cultural and institutional factors affecting the
integration of women into previously closed occupational skills and units (Cone, 2016;
TRADOC Analysis Center, 2013). This study included extensive research that provided
insight into full gender integration into the all aspects of the Armed Forces.
Despite the VA’s achievements to improve its support, services, and research
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efforts regarding its fastest growing segment of veterans, women (Disabled American
Veterans, 2014; Leslie & Koblinsky, 2017; Women Veterans Report, 2017), the chasm
between existing resources and services for men and essential resources for women
remains wide, according to experts (Roberts, Kovacich, & Rivers, 2018). In comparison
to the deployment of men, the deployment of women creates unique and very different
effects that remain unaddressed. Since the American Revolutionary War (1775-1783),
women have been involved in the defense of the United States (Biesecker, 2002;
Sherrow, 2007). Their participation in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan is no different
than in previous conflicts; yet this marks the first time in U.S. history in which large
numbers of women have deployed into a combat zone and actually engaged the enemy.
As a result, it may take researchers years before they learn of the long-term effects of the
exposure combat has on women and what their readjustment experiences and needs are
following their return from Iraq and Afghanistan.
Long-term readjustment in this study encompasses a multitude of issues ranging
from medical treatment and health care, payment of disability compensation, pensions,
and other benefits. In addition, other areas of concern include reintegration assistance,
counseling, and the statistical documentation necessary to move veterans seamlessly from
the DOD payroll into the VA for medical care, and a smoother process for filing VA
disability claims (Bilmes, 2007, 2013; Edwards, 2014, 2015; Edwards & MacLean, 2014;
Geiling, Rosen, & Edwards, 2012; Smith, 2013). Calculating the total cost of the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan necessitates consideration of the potential disability benefits
distributed to veterans over the remainder of their life span and to their dependents.
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Without careful attention, or dedicated sufficient resources, the next three to four decades
may potentially have a long-term impact on society and the government’s financial
ability to take care of the significant costs and requirements involved in caring for service
members (SMs) returning home from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Women are the fastest growing segment of military veterans (Disabled American
Veterans, 2014; Frayne, et al., 2014; Harris et al., 2014; Leslie & Koblinsky, 2017;
Women Veterans Report, 2017); yet a review of the available literature to date reveals
that while their numbers are steadily increasing, women remain the most understudied
and highly trauma exposed group of veterans (Dobie et al., 2004; Lehavot, Hoerster,
Nelson, Jakupcak, & Simpson, 2012; Mankowski et al., 2015). As often expected,
following most wars the U.S. may face difficult trade-offs in funding when it comes to
dealing with the long-term obligations involving combat operations and the aftermath of
taking care of those impacted by the harmful exposure to war. In short, the dividend for
peace is costly, and the legacy of funding the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars may persist for
decades, which will also include women’s health care.
In support of this fast-growing population of veterans, this study offers an
opportunity to learn about the readjustment experiences and needs of single female
veterans, in particular those who are returned from deployment. Findings may provide
insight regarding the expansion and development of veteran-centered programs and
services to meet these veterans’ unique needs. The paucity of research on single, never
married, and nonparenting women returning from a combat zone makes it difficult to
predict what their common readjustment experiences may be. Therefore, research

11
following single women after deployment in a combat zone is crucial, especially since so
little is known regarding this military subpopulation and the topic under investigation.
Problem Statement
The most profound unforeseen and unplanned consequence the September 11,
2001, terrorist attacks had on the United States were the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Previous researchers studying the stressors of combat have focused on men; no studies
have been conducted, based on my review of the literature, which solely examined the
readjustment experiences and needs of single U.S. military women returning from Iraq
and Afghanistan. According to Myre (2013), approximately 280,000 women were
deployed in support of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars. The death toll among women for
both campaigns totaled 166, and approximately 1,033 women were wounded (Defense
Manpower Data Center, 2017; Kamarck, 2016). These figures have reshaped the social
construction of society’s view of women in today’s military. Earlier studies conducted
by the IoM (2010, 2013) following the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan focused on the
readjustment experiences and needs of military families and married SMs. In its 2013
study, the IoM acknowledged that single SMs remain the most understudied
subpopulation of the military. To date, there appears to be no current literature about the
readjustment experiences and needs of single women returing from deployment in a
combat zone, according to my review of the literature. Thus, I believe that my study is
the first to explore this phenomenon in a research context.
After deployment, the period of reintegration and reunion with family and friends
can be a time of joy, celebration, and relief. At the same time, however, it can be difficult
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and challenging. Although in this phenomenological study I sought to understand the
readjustment experiences and needs of single women, it is imperative to note that the
post-deployment concerns of female veterans are no worse than they are for men even
though their roles and responsibilities may differ while they are serving in a combat zone.
Single women exposed to various war stressors may potentially be left without adequate
resources, coping skills, and social support systems to readjust to their normal former
lives. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to explore the readjustment experiences
and needs of this target population (single women) after deployment in combat to Iraq
and Afghanistan and fill a gap in the scholarly literature that provides a better
understanding of the experiences of this subpopulation of the military.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to explore, from the perspective of a sample of 13
single women, whether current postdeployment tools and strategies are appropriate in
meeting the readjustment needs of this segment of the military population returning from
combat. As positions once closed to women begin to open (Women In International
Society, 2017), the findings may highlight practical measures that support the personal
well-being of thousands of single women returning from future combat operations. In
addition, this area of research may offer single women returning from combat coping
strategies to sustain healthy social networks and relationships. Likewise, the population
under study may be encouraged and motivated to seek psychological counseling as
needed in the readjustment phase whether they are still serving on active duty, or
transitioning back into their communities of origin after their military tour of duty ends.
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Research Question
I sought to answer one research question for this study: How do single women
returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed as it relates to their
readjustment experiences and needs, compared to men in their unit, or communities as
they transition from the military? In gathering and analyzing the data for this study, I
sought to contribute to the body of knowledge on the unique challenges’ women face in
the readjustment phase of their long journey home. The primary goal of this study was to
determine whether there are existing gaps in the programs and services that may fall short
in meeting the readjustment needs of single, never married, and nonparenting women
returning from combat.
Ultimately, the findings may potentially serve as a catalyst in policy changes to
close the gaps between programs and services available for women in general and single
women in particular. To learn as much as possible about the phenomena as experienced
by the participants, I used interview prompts to elicit useful data to lead participants
towards providing a rich substantive description of their experiences. The research
question and interview prompts provided a link to the theoretical foundation used in this
study. Chapter 3 contains a detailed description of the complete interview protocol
including the research question and the interview prompts.
Theoretical Foundation
The theory of social construction of target populations and policy design provided
the theoretical foundation for this study (Ingram & Schneider, 2005; Ingram, Schneider,
& deLeon, 2007, Neshkova & Guo, 2016; Schneider & Ingram, 1993, 1997, 2005;
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Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon, 2014; Smith & Larimer, 2009). Schneider and Ingram
(1997) understood social construction to mean the “varying ways in which realities are
shaped” (p. 73). To understand the development and implications of policy design the
theory incorporates the social construction and power of target populations. The
theoretical foundation serves to evaluate the findings of the readjustment experiences and
needs of single women returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. In addition, the
theory provided the perspective used to explore the research question: How do single
women returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed, as related
to their readjustment experiences and needs, when compared to males in their unit, or
within their communities as they transition from the military? The incorporation of social
construction of target populations as part of policy design helped to explain why public
policy, which can have such a positive effect on society, sometimes and often
deliberately fails in its nominal purpose. For example, public policy may fail to solve
important public problems, perpetuate injustice, fail to support democratic institutions,
and produce an unequal citizenship (Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon, 2007, Schneider,
Ingram, & deLeon, 2014; 2014).
The intent, as with all laws, is that each citizen is presumed equal, yet the
construct of some polices by their sheer nature tend to benefit some while causing undue
hardships to others. Because of this, the theory of social construction of target
populations sometimes depart from the typical reproduction of power and social
constructions to introduce change in institutions, power relationships, and target groups
and populations (Ingram et. al., 2007, Schneider et al., 2014). To illustrate this point, the
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last bastion of male dominance, the Armed Forces, no longer has a separate policy for the
assignment of women, yet it took well over a century for this change to occur. On April
1, 2016, all combat positions and assignments to direct ground combat units once closed
to women now allows them to serve in more than 200,000 new roles including Army
Rangers, Green Berets, Navy SEALS, Marine Corps and Air Force Para-Jumpers
(Burylo, 2016).
Advocates of the theory of social construction and policy design contend that it
serves as a leading theory in understanding the policy process and incorporates the social
construction and power of target populations to understand the development and
implications of policy design (Pierce et al., 2014). Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997,
2005), Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon (2007), and Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon (2014)
insisted that the point at which the theory of social construction and policy design differs
from other policy process theories is that it seeks to explain why some groups receive
recognition as more advantageous than other groups independent of traditional notions of
political power. The authors further explained how policy designs can reinforce or alter
such advantages. Still, in other studies, a wide-range of scholars, authors, and researchers
across a variety of policy domains, where meaning varies in a generalizable context,
consistently applied or referenced the theory of social construction of target populations
and policy design. More details related to the theory appear in Chapter 2.
In the context of evaluating the findings of the readjustment experiences and
needs of single women returning from Iraq and Afghanistan, the feed forward proposition
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in the political environment of the social construction and policy design theory provide
opportunities that allow for the creation of new policies and politics. This point is
especially true within the social construction of military organizations as evident by the
longstanding pattern of male dominance and power relations slowly fading away. In
particular, the gender demographics of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan changed
significantly. While on paper women were not officially assigned to ground combat units
in support of the contingencies in Iraq and Afghanistan, more women than ever before
deployed. Because of this, many of them were forced to make direct contact with enemy
forces than at any other time in the history of the U.S. For this reason, military leaders
and policy makers can certainly argue that their ability to handle themselves in such
hostile environments may very well have contributed to lifting the ban that, on paper,
prohibited women from assignments in direct ground combat units.
Nature of the Study
For this study, I took a qualitative phenomenological approach as a means to
analyze the experiences and needs of single U.S. women who served in combat between
the war years 2003 and 2013. The phenomenological approach allowed for the
examination of the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from
Iraq and Afghanistan from their perspective. Using this approach provided the basis for
interpreting the meaning and essence of the participants’ experiences, as described by
them, from the original description of the phenomenon (Polit and Beck, 2007, 2017). In
other words, using phenomenology as a method allowed insight from the first-person
perspective for all who experienced the phenomenon related to the topic of interest. This
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perspective provided an opportunity to describe and understand the meaning and
importance of the participants’ experience through a cluster of various themes, both
common and individually.
Definitions
Although several of the terms used are common and well known, the
principle audience for this study may not be members of the Armed Forces who are
familiar with the complexity of language in the military setting. For the purposes of this
study, the following terms are important to define:
Combat: An individual, or unit engaged in a physical and violent conflict with
another individual, or unit considered to be an enemy with an inherent risk of capture, or
death in contested territory, waters, or airspace (Center for Military Readiness, 2004,
“Combat, Cohesion,” para. 1).
Combat zone (CZ): An area the president of the United States designates by
executive order in accordance with section 112 of title 26, United States Code (USC), as
an area in which U.S. Armed Forces are, or have engaged in combat. In this context, in
general, the CZ is generally designated in response to a national emergency and involves
persistent, violent confrontations with hostile forces. Usually, an area becomes a CZ, or
ceases to be a CZ on the dates the President designates the CZ by Executive order (DoD
Instruction 1340.25, 2010).
Direct ground combat: Engaging an enemy on the ground with individual, or
crew served weapons while being exposed to hostile fire and to a high probability of
direct physical contact with the hostile force’s personnel. It takes place well forward on
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the battlefield while locating and closing with the enemy to defeat them by fire,
maneuver, or shock effect (Barry, 2013, p. 20; Burrelli, 2013, p. 4).
Policy design: The substantive content of policy: the problem definitions, goals,
benefits, burdens, target populations, rationales, social constructions, tools, rules,
and the other empirical elements of policy (Cairney, 2016a, 2016b; Schneider & Ingram,
1993; Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon, 2014).
Single women veterans: Defined by the researcher refers to women in the military
who have never been married, have no children, and are non-parenting. In addition, it
refers to women who have transitioned from the military and remained single for
approximately six (6) months after their transition.
Social construction: The stereotypes about particular groups of people created by
politics, culture, socialization, history, the media, literature, religion, and the like. Policy
makers often use various evaluative dimensions, both positive and negative, to portray
groups. There are four “types” of social constructions: advantaged (powerful groups with
positive images), contenders (powerful groups with negative images), dependents
(powerless groups with positive images), and deviants (powerless groups with negative
images) (Cairney, 2016a, 2016b; Schneider & Ingram, 1993, 1997, 2005; Ingram,
Schneider, & deLeon, 2007; Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon, 2014).
Assumptions
The assumptions upon which a study rests usually flow from the research methods
employed and are essential to the meaning of the research conducted. A clear assumption
statement prevents any misunderstandings of the material bearing on the problem
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(Leedy& Ormrod, 2010; Ormston, Spencer, Barnard, & Snape, 2014; Trafimow, 2014).
A key assumption of this study is single women returning from combat have different
readjustment experiences and needs following deployment than female SMs who are
married, or those who are single parents. Other key assumptions underlining this study
include: (a) Participants responded honestly to the inquiry into their readjustment
experiences and needs, especially those who have exited the military, as the goal was to
obtain accurate information; (b) I assumed the interview questions asked provided
responses for the group I made inferences to; (c) I assume military leaders and policy
makers use of the recommendations would be successful because of the thoroughness of
the research and the information provided by those who experienced the phenomenon; (d)
I assumed when the request for participants to enroll into the study went out, single
women who deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan from all branches of service and ethnic
backgrounds would volunteer to participate in the study, as a diverse group of
participants were ideal; (e) I assumed active duty SMs would not be concerned about
reprisals because of their participation in the study and will not be hesitant about
providing honest answers to the interview prompts. Therefore, it was imperative to
establish a culture of trust with the participants from the very beginning by reassuring
them they would have full anonymity, their interviews would remain confidential, and
used only for its intended purpose; and (f) The outcome of this study may serve as a
template by military leaders and policy makers to assess the needs of single women who
deploy in future military combat operations in support of the nation’s defense.
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Scope and Delimitations
All research must acknowledge the scope and delimitations, or intentional
constrictions placed on the study and serve as the boundaries upon which the study is
based (Ellis & Levy, 2010). Although there were delimitations involved in this study,
they did not prevent me from conducting a beneficial study that contributed to existing
research with new and useful insights. This study involved single women returning from
combat zones in Iraq or Afghanistan and delimited to those never married, and nonparenting. My intended focus in conducting the study was to determine from the
perspective of single, never married, and non-parenting women whether current postdeployment tools and strategies were appropriate in meeting the readjustment needs of
this target population of the military.
I did not intend to recruit married or single women with children, as most of the
current research, based on my literature review, following deployment focus on the
readjustment needs and strategies of men and families rather than single individuals
(IoM, 2013). The exclusion of males from the study stems from society’s historical
viewpoint, as warfighters, that men defend the nation. Therefore, following previous
military conflicts, studies have primarily focused on the readjustment experiences and
needs of men (Grieger, 2018). In an effort to close the knowledge gap regarding single
women as an understudied population of the military, I recruited 13 single U.S. women
who had never been married, nonparenting, and deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan anytime
between the war years 2003-2013 to participate in the study.
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Limitations
As in the case of assumptions, the limitations of this study might be identified
prior to the start of the research project, during, and after data collection, as all research
projects contain limitations. Limitations are generally items that are out of the
researcher’s control (Antonellis & Berry, 2017). Marshall and Rossman (2016) argued
there are no perfectly designed studies. The limitations of a study are usually associated
with the research methods employed and the conceptional framework and study’s design
(Leedy & Ormrod, 2010; Marshall & Rossman, 2016). As a qualitative study, an
associated limitation is validity and reliability, because qualitative research occurs in a
natural setting it is often difficult to replicate studies of this nature (Wiersma, 2000).
Discussing these limitations early in the proposal highlights what the study is and is not,
its boundaries, and how its results can and cannot contribute to understanding.
On the other hand, the qualitative approach brings the reader closer to the
phenomenon under study and qualitative research accommodates different paradigms and
different styles of research and research reporting (Bansal & Corley 2011; Dawson &
Hjorth, 2012). The signature of qualitative research is its grounding in the phenomenon,
and each researcher uncovers the phenomenon in his or her own unique and nonlinear
way. Qualitative researchers have considerable latitude in their methods, how they
conduct interviews, and the techniques used to analyze data. Thorough communication of
the journey gives meaning to the accounts of the data and emergent theory, the quality of
the research exercise, the credibility of the researcher, and, ultimately, the trustworthiness
of the data (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). From initiating the project to submitting the
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manuscript it was critical to document a thorough detailed account of the data sources
and analysis.
Study participants encompassed a homogeneous sample of single U.S. women
returning from Iraq or Afghanistan. The sample of participants were small and as a
phenomenological study, the findings are not necessarily generalizable to all female
veterans. In addition, I conducted the study to explore the personal account of the
readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan from their perspective. Therefore, in an effort to understand the experiences
of single U.S. women returning from a combat zone, future research should follow this
subpopulation of the military longitudinally in order to assess their support networks and
whether they are adequate, assess whether the deployment stressors of single women
differ from those of single men, and if so, in what ways. Finally, the primary limitation of
this study, as with any study, is the potential of having missed relevant research material
that would add to the body of knowledge of the phenomenon under investigation. In an
effort to ensure that the most current and relevant literature was included in the study,
consultation with the literature was ongoing, especially at the end of the research project.
Significance
This phenomenological research study is significant for several reasons. Based on
my research, studies on the readjustment experiences and needs of single women
returning from a combat zone are none existent. Next, this study examined the essence of
the participants’ experiences through statements from which thematic clusters about the
meaning of their readjustment experiences are developed. Third, based on the perspective
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of single women, this area of research may offer future generations of single women
returning from deployment various coping strategies to sustain healthy social networks
and relationships. Finally, the findings resulting from the data analysis may encourage
more single women to seek help as needed in the readjustment phase following wartime
exposure while still serving on active duty, or within their communities well after their
transition from the military. Others who may find the study significant include military
and VA health care professionals, federal, state, and local community leaders, military
leaders, and policy makers.
Implications for Social Change
In unconventional situations, such as combat, the perspective of U.S. women in
combat operations is unique especially since they are an untapped and underappreciated
capability on the battlefield. In addition, there are economic implications related to this
topic and the price of not capturing key information regarding the readjustment
experiences and needs of single women returning from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan
may well exceed the cost of sending them there. For instance, those who have difficulty
readjusting may have an undermining effect on social networks in the community and
difficulty finding and maintaining employment. Some may require treatment for alcohol
and substance abuse. Others may develop health and mental health conditions that
worsen following their transition from the military because of inadequate coping
strategies, resources and assistance, and public assistance in the form of shelter for those
who unfortunately become homeless.
Deployment places a unique demand on service members and their well-being.
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Because of such a demand, addressing the needs of women earlier following their
deployment experiences in combat can provide a more economic and comprehensive
approach to implementing effective coordinated programs. Such programs are needed to
handle emotional and mental health challenges, provide coping strategies, assistance with
access to health care services, and dealing with issues related to readjustment and
reintegration. Although the sample size of this study was small and may not be
representative of all women seeking services after serving in Iraq and Afghanistan, it
does however provide a starting point to raise questions, stimulate other related research,
and document the stories of women whose voices may otherwise remain silent and
unheard.
Additional research into the long-term effects of combat exposure and the impact
on single women is important for several reasons. Chief among these reasons are the
historic reversal of centuries of policies that once barred women from serving in and
leading infantry soldiers into combat. Following a 30-day congressional notification
period, on January 2, 2016, approximately 125,318 additional positions once closed to
women were open for recruitment (Secretary of the Army, 2016). This policy change
allowed women to seek recruitment into these new roles provided they met the same
physical and professional standards as their male counterparts.
Summary
In Chapter 1, a brief overview was provided regarding the various challenges
women often faced in support of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars and the need to conduct
a deeper exploration of this phenomenon to capture the meaning and essence of their
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experiences. This chapter began with an introduction of the study describing the
unprecedented roles women played in lieu of the 1994 rules of engagement (RoE) policy,
which restricted the assignment of women to direct ground combat units. A brief
background of the study highlighted just how little was known regarding the readjustment
experiences and needs of single women returning from a combat zone in Iraq and
Afghanistan. A problem statement was also provided along with the purpose, nature of
the study, the research question, and how the use of interview prompts would be used to
elicit useful data to lead participants towards providing a rich substantive description of
their experiences during the data-gathering process.
Also presented in Chapter 1 are the operational definitions, assumptions, scope
and delimitations, limitations, significance of the study, implications for social change,
and a chapter summary. Chapter 2 consist of an introduction, the literature search strategy
and the process used to gather the literature for this study. Also contained in Chapter 2 is
the theoretical foundation, literature regarding the selected research method, and
concludes with a summary. In Chapter 3 the role of the researcher is described, the
research method, design, and the process for analyzing the data, issues of trustworthiness,
and the summary. Found in Chapter 4 are the results of the pilot study, the setting in
which the data was collected, the data collection and data analysis process, the purpose
for obtaining participants’ demographic information, evidence of trustworthiness, results
of the findings, and the summary. Chapter 5 started with an introduction, interpretation of
the findings, limitations of the study, recommendations for future research opportunities,
implications for social change, and the conclusion.

26
Chapter 2: Literature Review
Introduction
The Women in Military Service for America Memorial contains a very inspiring
quote written by a nurse corps officer, First Lieutenant Anne Sosh Brehm (1990), which
encapsulates the way in which women felt they too had contributed to the U.S.’s wartime
mission, both past and present:
Let the generations know that women in uniform also guaranteed their freedom.
That our resolve was just as great as the brave men who stood among us. And
with victory our hearts were just as full and beat just as fast – that the tears fell
just as hard – For those we left behind. (109 Congressional Record, 2006, p.
E854)
For many decades, women veterans were unrecognized for their contributions in defense
of the nation and prohibited from actively serving in combat roles, yet they played an
integral part in the U.S. military and its wars. Based on my review of the literature,
despite widespread coverage of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, there is scarce data that
focuses on single women and their readjustment experiences following exposure to
combat. This lack of research is problematic considering the extensive knowledge of the
hardships combat veterans face readjusting to their normal former lives following
deployment (Herman, & Yarwood, 2014; Koenig, Maguen, Monroy, Mayott, & Seal,
2014; Mobbs, & Bonanno, 2018). The transition from military life, especially following
combat, is an on-going process and not a singular event.
Since 2000, the number of women joining the U.S. military significantly
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increased as did their presence in operational deployments in which women served in
unprecedented roles and in unprecedented ways. While women were identified as
noncombatants in the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars, they share the same dangers as active
combatants. In addition, the various roles they served in resulted in recognition of their
efforts, which came in 2013 in the form of policy changes that opened up hundreds of
positions once closed to women including combat roles (Burrelli, 2012; Kamarck, 2016;
King, 2013). The most profound impact the September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks had on
the United States are the wars in Iraq, Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF), and Afghanistan,
Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF). The impact of war is particularly felt in terms of the
readjustment experiences of those who deployed in support of these conflicts.
Physically and psychologically, deployments are demanding on both male and
female combat veterans. However, conceptualizing a comprehensive approach to
women’s health and medical needs in deployed environments is important to account for
gender-specific health and medical requirements that encompass a wide range of physical
and psychological issues, including combat-related injuries (Dye, Eskridge, Tepe,
Clouser, & Galarneau, 2016; Trego, Wilson, & Steele, 2010). This approach is important
because there are no studies, based on my research, which have focused on examining the
readjustment experiences and needs of single U.S. women who served in Iraq and
Afghanistan. According to Braun, Kennedy, Sadler, and Dixon (2015), research with
military women is often challenged by logistical, cultural, social, ethical, and
methodological issues which may hinder exploration of potentially sensitive issues. This
qualitative phenomenological study is the first step in exploring the topic under
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investigation in a research context.
The purpose of this chapter is to analyze and synthesize the literature relevant to
the readjustment experiences and needs of single women who deployed to Iraq and
Afghanistan. After deployment, the period of reintegration and reunion with family and
friends can be a time of joy, celebration, and relief. At the same time, it can be difficult
and challenging getting use to those left behind again, which can become overwhelming
(Disabled American Veterans, 2014). The post-deployment concerns of female veterans
are no worse than they are for men even though they may differ on particular gender
issues related to deployment roles and responsibilities, according to researchers
(deKleijn, Lagro-Janssen, Canelo, & Yano, 2015; Washington, Bean-Mayberry, Riopelle,
& Yano, 2011; Washington, & Yano, 2013).
A large military civilian culture gap exists between women in the military and
those who make up the civilian population. Many women in society have very little
understanding of the sacrifices that women in the military make on their behalf,
especially sacrifices related to defending the nation (Wright, 2018). A review of the
literature uncovered many difficulties women in the military face and the gaps relevant to
understanding the full readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning
from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Perhaps this study will serve to close the gap
regarding the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from
combat by providing insight about participants’ perspectives on their experiences. I
sought to gather vital information from 13 participants who were willing and able to
share their experiences of the study phenomenon.
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The research data collected through the phenomenological interview process
served primarily to identify the core meaning and essence (significance) of the
participants’ experiences from which significant statements, or quotes developed into
broader themes. Ultimately, these broader themes captured the meaning of participants’
collective experiences. For this study, I used features of social construction of target
populations and policy design to support the primary theoretical foundation (Ingram &
Schneider, 2005; Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon, 2007; Schneider & Ingram, 1993, 2005;
Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon, 2014; Schneider & Sidney, 2009). Social theory, social
constructionism, social construction of reality, and social construction of gender assisted
in further exploring essential policy changes needed to support the personal well-being of
single women who will engage in future operational deployments in combat zones.
Literature Search Strategy
Research for relevant literature started in April 2013 and continued through June
2017. The primary literature review focused on the years 2005 to 2017 to provide a
historical review of women in the U.S. military in general and women in combat zones in
particular. The review of the literature also highlights the struggles of military personnel
with readjustment issues following deployments in Iraq and Afghanistan. As researchers
have noted, the readjustment period can be overwhelming to many SMs, especially those
who are single and without adequate support systems and networks (Institute of
Medicine, 2013). I also reviewed literature supporting the selected research method.
Primary sources for the literature review included books, journal articles, military
and government publications, and websites. Each provided invaluable information
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regarding the contribution of women in support of the military combat mission. The
literature search strategy also included searches using Social Work Abstracts,
PsycARTICLES, PsycINFO, CINAHL, and the Iraq and Afghanistan Veterans of
America database. A search of multiple databases for peer-reviewed articles included
government documents, ProQuest, Academic Search Premier, EBSCO, PUBMED,
ABI/Inform Global, and Internet search engines such as Google Scholar, which was used
to search for keywords and terms related to the population and topic under investigation.
Keywords and terms included combat zone, female veterans, lived experience,
readjustment, social construction, and social construction of target populations, or
groups.
Other sources used in the literature review included research from various wars in
which women were involved officially or unofficially, specifically the Revolutionary
War, both World Wars, Korean War, Vietnam War, the First Gulf War, and the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan. Research articles were also identified from reference lists and
student dissertations previously cited and relevant to either the research study, or the
participants under investigation. More than 400-hundred sources were included in the
review and overall study. The literature review ended when saturation was achieved
without discovery of new information. Walden University and the Walter Reed National
Military Medical Center (WRNMMC) Libraries served as a resource to perform
electronic searches and a document delivery service to obtain electronic journal articles
from other university libraries. The literature review focused on single women returning
from Iraq and Afghanistan who never married and are nonparenting.

31
Theoretical Foundations
The theory of social construction of target populations (Schneider & Ingram,
1993, 2005) and policy design (Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon, 2007; Schneider, Ingram,
& deLeon, 2014) served as the theoretical foundations to investigate the readjustment
experiences and needs of single, never married, and nonparenting women returning from
combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Although not specifically used as a primary theory, the
social construction of gender served to assist in exploring the research question: How do
single women returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed as it
relates to their readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or
communities, as they transition from the military? To explain fully how the concept of
the primary theory support the research, it is important to first discuss the basic concept
of social theory, social constructs and social constructions, social construction of reality,
and social construction of gender. As a popular theory of the public policy process, the
theory of social construction provides a clear lens for examining the interplay of social
construction and policy design. The theory focuses on the social construction of target
groups and the feed-forward effects of public policy upon those groups, their political
participation, and larger consequences for a democratic society (Valcore & Dodge, 2016).
Social Theory
Whether on a large or small scale, individuals engage in social theory on a daily
basis through their interactions with others. Oxford University Press (2005) defined
social theory as the study of scientific ways of thinking about social life and provided a
variety of distinct ways to react to it. For instance, detecting reliable observations in
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contrast to prejudices and stereotypes, and untangle attitudes of detachment from
attitudes of partisanship with an interest in the issues at stake. Social theory encompasses
a number of things: (a) ideas about how societies change and develop, (b) methods of
explaining social behavior, (c) power and social structure, class, gender and ethnicity,
modernity and civilization, revolutions and utopias, and (d) numerous other concepts and
problems in social life. Social theory is a trained reflection on ways of knowing social life
that arises from everyday life from a variety of contexts of conversation, discussion, and
interactions between ordinary people (Ormerod, 2013; Oxford University Press, 2005). In
essence, Oxford and Ormerod promoted the perspective that social theory is a social
product with a multitude of everyday contexts of origination.
On the other hand, Coleman (1986) held that social theory grounded in
institutional and structural settings makes possible a connection between the individual
and society and the conception of how social systems are shaped by human will. In other
words, through social theory, the formation of everyday interactions gives rise to a host
of social movements, political parties, trade unions, and organized mass actions like
strikes and revolutions. From this context, social theory emerges and reflects the disputes
and agenda that dominate ordinary communication about social and political issues. As
individuals act and participate in the social world, they gain not only what exist now as
socially constructed because of previous interactions, but acquire knowledge about the
social process of interacting (Coleman, 1986; Ormerod, 2013; Oxford University Press,
2005). In addition, knowledge is acquired that explains how social structures impact
behavior built through repeated social interactions (Daspit, Holt, Chrisman, & Long,
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2016).
An important notion of social theory is that researchers seek to sort out and clarify
debate about goals and problems of social life through well-defined concepts and
techniques of analysis (Oxford University Press, 2005). Closely related to social theory is
political theory, which tends to be concerned with questions regarding which systems of
government best sponsor freedom, justice, and equality in social life, or when is
obedience to a ruling power justified or unjustified. In contrast, social theory is interested
in how people who ask such questions are first constituted as social groups. In particular,
it is concerned with their behaviors, structures, and dynamics of organization (Oxford
University Press, 2005). From this perspective, the military ranks among entities that
could fall well within this organizational construct of social theory.
Social Constructs and Social Constructions
Through social agreement, the world is experienced as individuals interact with
others and form opinions through those lenses. The definition of social constructs,
according to the International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences (2008), include
meanings, notions, or connotations assigned to objects and events in the environment and
to people’s notions of their relationships to and interactions with these objects. In the
domain of social constructionist thought, a social construct is an idea, or notion that
appears to be natural and obvious to people who accept it, but may or may not represent
reality, so it remains largely an invention or artifice of a given society. The term social
construction develops from the process by which individuals, groups, or organizations in
interaction with social structure create social reality. Under the theory of social
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construction, society places individuals into several groups and favors one over the other.
According to the groups’ favor they receive either benefits or burdens (Ingram,
Schneider, & deLeon, 2007; Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon, 2014).
Beliefs about society is defined by what is normal and abnormal. A host of
different perspectives and research approaches are available to explore social
construction and its results. Social scientists used the term social construction to
emphasize how identity, roles, statuses, knowledge, and institutions come into existence
and maintain relationships with other members of society in a socio-historical context.
Postmodern theorists observed that the construction of social reality begins by
deconstructing what is often taken as reality. For example, postmodern researchers
deconstruct knowledge to demonstrate a general theory, or an ultimate truth is misguided
(International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 2008). Societies construct the lens
through which their members interpret the world and identities are both storied and
relational, making ourselves up along the way in relation to each other (Freedman, 2014;
Freedman & Combs 1996; Hedtke, 2014). The realities so often taken for granted are
those that society have surrounded us with since birth, all of which predict the beliefs,
practices, words, and experiences that make-up our lives.
Humans participate in creating social reality in the world in which they live and in
turn become influenced by it as well. In other words, social constructions and realities
form through interactions and experiences with others. One person’s understanding of
something often helps shape another person’s understanding, yet these jointly constructed
interactions and experiences makes each person’s reality unique, even when referring to
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the same thing. The term social construction or social constructionism has been adopted
and intertwined in several disciplines and sub-disciplines ranging from sociology, social
psychology, history, anthropology, sociolinguistics, literary theory, and in different
approaches within each of these (Brickell, C., 2006; Budgeon, 2014). In recognition of
how diverse social constructionism is, Brickell (2006) outlined four forms of social
constructionism that have proven particularly relevant for the sociological study of both
gender and sexuality: historicism, ethnomethodology, symbolic interactionism, and
materialist feminism.
For the purpose of this study, the primary focus was on symbolic interactionism,
as it shares the phenomenological assumption that the world has meaning only insofar as
it becomes meaningful to its inhabitants, and the contention that the social world
develops as its participants interact with each other (Craib, 1984, 2014; Wallace & Wolf,
2005). Symbolic interactionism explains how social relationships inform the construction
and deployment of meaning and the accomplishment of self in everyday life. It also
addresses the manner in which society is created and maintained through face-toface repeated meaningful interactions among individuals. Interaction becomes symbolic
when individuals interpret and define objects and their own, or another’s actions and act
on the basis of assigned meanings. It is a cyclical and fluid process in which participants
continually adapt or change their acts to fit the ongoing acts of one another (Blumer,
1969; Carter & Fuller, 2016; Chamberlain-Salaun, Mills, & Usher, 2013; Denzin, 1992;
Ormerod, 2013; Tapp & Lavoie, 2017). Drawing on the concept of social
constructionism, the stories that circulate in society constitute our lives and through these
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stories whole cultures are influenced (Freedman, 2014; Freedman & Combs, 1996;
Hanson, 2015; Hedtke, 2014; Suddeath, Kerwin, & Dugger, 2017). Symbolic
interactionism gives rise to a useful theory of sexual scripts much in alignment with the
current study under investigation. For instance, as an organized sub-group of the military,
the role of women in the military is linked to how they are often viewed in mainstream
society. In addition, society’s particular view of women influences the type of roles and
positions they may assume whether in the civilian workforce among the general
population, or within the ranks of the Armed Forces.
Social Construction of Reality
A common phrase often heard is that a person’s perception is his or her reality.
The essence of this concept comes from our understanding of what is real and from living
in a social world. In general, it is fair to say, each person’s reality is different and
subjective, which is critical to how symbols are interpreted based on the interpretation of
the circumstances surrounding any given situation. Because each person perceives reality
differently their reactions differ, yet their existence in everyday life is highly dependent
on interacting and communicating with others. In addition to our perceptions and
interpretations, our social interactions with others help shape our reality and what is real
depends on what is socially acceptable. Hence, the term social construction of reality
comes into play. Credit for forging in the theory of social construction goes to Peter
Berger and Thomas Luckmann, the authors of Social Construction of Reality (1966). The
authors emphasized that an individual cannot exist in everyday life without continually
interacting and communicating with others.
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Berger and Luckmann (1966) argued that everyday life presents itself as a reality
interpreted by men and subjectively meaningful to them as a coherent world, often taken
for granted as reality by ordinary members of society in the subjectively meaningful
conduct of their lives. It is a world that originates in their thoughts and actions, and
maintained as real by these. In other words, in the course of everyday life, people are
capable of seeing, thinking, and experiencing the world from multiple viewpoints of
reality. Some forms of reality existed prior to our arrival on the scene. For instance, many
of the everyday items used from clothes to cars existed within the vocabulary of our
society and a common reality about these items is shared. Berger and Luckmann (1966),
regarded social realities as what are determined as real and meaningful, created through
reciprocal, fluid, and flexible interactions on a constant basis. A major issue is convincing
ourselves what reality is and the tendency to reject other people’s views of reality, yet
that reality is a construction of society.
The basic argument Berger and Luckmann made in the book, Social Construction
of Reality (1966), stems from its title, which suggest reality is socially constructed and
our basic understanding of what is real comes from living in a social world that plays a
major role in defining that construct of reality. Simply put, social reality is no more than a
human construction. Our human construction of reality begins the moment we awaken
and start to orient ourselves with the environment that surrounds us. For example, we
begin to identify with what is real and objective. This is not only true for individuals, but
institutions also engage in this sense making of reality. Institutions like the military are
symbolic wherein its member’s lives revolve around it. The military is an
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institutionalized structure and culture with a set of symbolic endeavors that is acceptable
for those who join. The military provides the explanations for why things happen the way
they do, why people must act the way they do, and why, until recently at least on paper,
its female members could not participate in combat operations, or assume combat roles.
Social Construction of Gender
Upon our arrival on life’s world stage, the social and behavior expectations of
both sexes have already been established as what is appropriate for each gender. Lorber
(1994) noted that gender construction starts with assignment to a sex category, which
becomes a gender status through naming, dress, and the use of other gender markers.
Once a child’s gender is evident, others treat those in one gender differently from those in
the other, and children respond to the different treatment by feeling different and
behaving differently. As soon as they can talk, children start to refer to themselves as
members of their gender. Generally, distinguished from sex which is biological, notions
of gender represent attempts by society, through the socialization process, to construct
either masculine or feminine identities and corresponding gender roles based on physical
appearance and genitalia (International Encyclopedia of the Social Sciences, 2008). Each
newborn receives his or her gender assignment at birth, either male or female, based
solely on genitalia.
Winslow (n.d.) observed, gender as a socially constructed entity representing
ways of talking, describing, or perceiving men and women. On the other hand, Budgeon
(2014) argued that as gender entered the vocabulary of the western feminism movement a
significant strategy for challenging and transforming unequal social relations was
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inaugurated. As a critical tool, gender has been deployed to great effect in dismantling
perceived essential differences between men and women; differences conventionally used
to explain and legitimate observed disparities in women’s access to social resources and
rewards. Similarly, the use of the glass ceiling metaphor describes the invisible forces at
work that restrict women from obtaining positions of power (Berrey, 2014; Stainback,
Kleiner, & Skaggs, 2016). This exclusion to power is precarious in understanding the
creation of gendered organizations and the perpetuation of inequality within regimes
(Acker 2006), and the broader maintenance of gender as a social structure (Martin 2004;
Risman 2004).
Social construction of gender is not without its critics, the most significant
criticism focuses on the exclusion of power and privilege in shaping gender (Martin
2004). Based on gender, society determines the characteristics that each should have and
supports the notion that men should have more power than women, so society’s gender
coding system is learned from birth (University of California, 2017). While these notions
may be instilled at birth, today’s young women and men are especially much freer to set
their goals and aspirations far beyond the traditional paths and scripts they were once
steered towards. In gender role change, many fathers are stay-at-home dads taking care of
their children, girls and boys wear unisex clothing, and they get the same education, and
work at the same jobs. Risman (2004) defined gender as a social structure and placed it
on the same analytic plane as politics and economics.
Social Construction of Target Populations and Policy Design
Several approaches received attention in exploring the readjustment experiences
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and needs of single women returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. However, the
theory of social construction of target populations (Schneider & Ingram, 1993, 1997) and
policy design (Ingram, Schneider, & deLeon, 2007; Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon, 2014)
seemed the most appropriate in providing the theoretical foundations to evaluate the
findings of the population under study. In specifying the generalizable constructs of their
theory, Schneider and Ingram (1993, 1997) sought to illuminate how policy design
shapes the social construction of a policy’s targeted population, the role of power in this
relationship, and how policy design “feeds forward” to shape future politics and
democracy (p. 98). The treatment of target populations through policy design has
enduring effects on the political orientation and participation patterns of target
populations.
Social construction and policy design are among the leading theories used to
understand the policy process and incorporates target populations to understand the
development and implications of policy design. The theory of social construction of
target populations and policy design focuses on the socially constructed values applied to
the knowledge of target populations and the consequent impact these values have on
people and democracy. A vital component of the theories is addressing the classic
questions of who gets what, when, and how while trying to understand why some groups
get benefits and others get burdens. The theories are founded upon assumptions that can
be divided into three categories: (a) the model of the individual, (b) power, and (c) the
political environment (Pierce et al., 2014).
Together, the assumptions belonging to these three categories interact to inform
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two core propositions within the theories. The first of these propositions relates to target
populations, or the recipients of policy benefits or burdens. Policy design structures
opportunities and send varying messages to differently constructed target groups about
how government behaves and how they are likely to be treated by government. The
allocation of benefits and burdens to target groups in public policy depends upon their
extent of political power and their positive or negative social construction on the
deserving and undeserving axis (Ingram et al., 2007).
The second core proposition of the theory according to Ingram et al. (2007) is its
emphases on the policy treatment of target groups based on their social construction and
power, which is not relevant at a given point in time. Rather, the way target populations
are treated through policies has a “feed-forward” effect. The feed-forward effect works
by policy designs of the past and in the present shaping institutions and the broader
culture through both the instrumental (resource) effects of policy and the rhetorical, or
symbolic (interpretive) effects (Ingram et al., 2007). In turn, this shaping leads to variable
opportunity structures as well as targeted messaging from government that all interact to
continually shape the social construction of the target population (Ingram et al., 2007).
The net result is a powerful influence on the behavior and understanding of self by target
populations.
Public policy decisions are made by the political elite who devise policies with
the expectation of popular acceptance and achieving the best results. The tendency to
divide people into categories where some members are far more deserving than others is
a recurring theme in certain policy arenas. For instance, those that involve race, ethnicity,
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gender, poverty, and other forms of disadvantages. Ingram, Schneider, and deLeon
(2014) argued there are various target groups that such policies are either design to
benefit or burden. The groups’ designated classification ranges from those who are:
advantage, contenders, dependents, or deviants. Ingram and her colleagues (2014)
provided a detailed description of each group.
The advantaged have high levels of political power and resources. They enjoy
positive social construction as deserving people important in the political and social
hierarchy. Because they are broadly constructed, they are most likely to receive benefits
in public policy and treated with respect. Contenders have substantial political resources,
but are negatively regarded by many in the population as relatively selfish, untrustworthy,
and morally suspect. Dependents are positively constructed as deserving in terms of
sympathy and pity. The lack of political power sharply curtails their receipt of benefits.
The deviants lack both political power and positive social constructions and tend to
receive a disproportionate share of burdens and sanctions. This target population makeup
a permanent underclass in the U.S., and blamed for many of the ills of society that might
be attributed to the broader social and economic system (Nicholson-Crotty & Meier,
2005; Valcore & Dodge, 2016). The theory of social construction of target populations
and policy design calculates the treatment of certain targets on the basis of two distinct
parameters.
First, the power they yield (economic or political) and whether they have a
popular image. In time, the values of both parameters can often change. Whatever the
current situation is, the more powerful or stronger they are and the better their image the
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more openly they are likely to be provided benefits. Image is especially important, if the
target group is shrouded by a negative public image, it is highly risky for politicians to
construct a policy that openly benefits the group, especially when the expectation is they
should be burdened by the policy rather than benefit. The theory focuses on the way
attitudes towards a target population of a policy influence the type of policy generated, or
how the policy affects the way policy makers view the target population (Nowlin, 2011).
Secondly, at the onset, social construction and policy design supports the notion
that target populations receive benefits or burdens based on the strength of their political
power and social construction as positive or negative (Schneider & Ingram, 1993). This
view is useful in understanding policies that involve women’s rights and inequality. For
decades, society has long held the view that the military is masculine and placed little
value on the equality of women particularly during combat operations. As the military
moves towards a more postmodern institution perhaps it will recognize the benefits of
fully integrating women into all aspects of its mission including combat operations. This
study provided an opportunity to explore the theory of social construction of women as a
target population with power and a positive image in the development and implication of
future military policy designs. Each element is essential to this study as explained in the
narratives. According to Rho, Lim, and Hong (2016) as well as Schneider and Ingram
(1997) there are nine elements essential in the development of public policy, which
include: problem definition and goals pursued, benefits and burdens to be distributed,
target populations, rules, tools, implementation structure, social construction, rationales,
and underlying assumption.
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Problem Definition and Goals Pursued
Since men have always fought the nation’s wars, studies of the stressors of
combat have focused on men and families (IoM, 2013; Kulka et al., 1988; Schlenger et
al., 2015; Yehuda et al., 2015) whether married or single. Therefore, the problem defined
in this study and the goals pursued to resolve them focused on conducting a study that
solely examined the readjustment experiences and needs of single U.S. military women
returning from combat, particularly Iraq and Afghanistan. In a research context, the goal
of this study was to explore this phenomenon to identify the existing gaps, if any, in
programs and services that require policy changes to meet the needs of this understudied
subpopulation of the military.
Benefits and Burdens Distributed
Despite changes made within the military over the past decade regarding the role
of women in the military, still, they remain a minority (Kamarck, 2016) who are
frequently under-recognized for their military service and contributions in support of
combat operations. The transition from a combat zone can seem more complex for
women as they process what they experienced while deployed, and return home to deal
with societal assumptions that women were not exposed to direct combat (Disabled
American Veterans, 2015). To assist women in their transition, a collaborative effort
between the DOD and the Veterans Administration (VA) would provide women the same
level of access to the full array of benefits as their male counterparts following
deployment. Their combined efforts should seek to expand existing services and
resources that provide timely and seamless services to assist all women, but single
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women veterans in particular, as most studies focus on men and families (IoM, 2013;
Kulka et al., 1988; Schlenger et al., 2015; Yehuda et al., 2015). Specifically, the efforts of
the DOD and VA should be towards assisting women in gaining employment, achieving
educational goals, avoiding homelessness, and minimizing alcohol and substance abuse
especially among the target population under investigation.
Target Populations
Having a keen awareness of the players in the policy arena who receive benefits
or burdens is essential. The need for this awareness is particularly true in the aftermath of
the most recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan where women served in various roles that
placed them directly in harm’s way. Equally important, during the post-deployment
phase, understanding the scope of their deployment is imperative in meeting their
readjustment needs as they may differ from those of their male counterparts.
Rules
New policy changes, in January 2013, rescinded the DOD 1994 Risk Rule (Under
Secretary of Defense for Personnel and Readiness, 2012), which excluded women from
serving in direct ground combat positions and raised a host of issues for review. In
particular, according to Kamarck (2016), the policy required the Army to review
approximately 237,000 positions closed to women, 53,000 in combat units and 184,000
specialty positions. The author also noted, the Army had to develop an implementation
plan to fully integrate women into combat units and positions under gender-neutral
policies. These new gender-neutral occupational performance standards would allow all
SMs, regardless of gender, to serve in any Military Occupational Specialty (MOS), or
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Area of Concentration (AOC) for which they are qualified to increase military
effectiveness based on performance standards without differential evaluation because of
gender (Amara & Krengel, 2016). To establish gender neutral requirements for entry into
physically demanding jobs, subject matter experts and others involved in the process
should have adequate experience sufficient to represent the overall military population.
Tools
As the DOD fully integrate women into the military by opening the remaining
occupations once closed to them, critical changes in policies regarding the role of women
in the Armed Forces may likely lead to their increased future presence in combat
operations on the battlefield. Although the controversy of whether women should be in
combat has faded, the growing potential that they will likely experience increased levels
of combat duty in future military operations requires a carefully thought out plan in
assembling various tools and strategies to address the distinctive readjustment issues and
barriers they may face upon their return home.
Implementation Structure
The incremental and phased implementation approach by military leaders who
understand and enforce gender-neutral standards should ensure a successful integration of
women across the breadth and depth of the military formation. When done properly, the
integration of women into all MOSs and AOCs will improve combat readiness and, from
a work force perspective, strengthen the Armed Forces combat capabilities.
Social Constructions
In the past, based on deeply held and commonly shared cultural assumptions, the
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primary mind-set among military leaders and policy makers defining the roles of men
and women in the military had been a view in which it takes men to win the nation’s
wars. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan gave way to a major issue that put women in the
midst of combat. For those who engaged the enemy, they performed at the same level as
their male counterparts and aided in the success of the military mission. As the embedded
media reported on the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan they highlighted how the nature of
women’s involvement in military operations and activities had changed in comparison to
prior war eras (White, 2005).
These types of reports from the media during the decade long wars begin to
change the views, hearts, and minds of many Americans, military leaders, and policy
makers. This change of heart came especially from those who held on to the assumptions
that assigning women to combat roles would adversely affect military readiness,
cohesion, and effectiveness. Only when they stop accepting, believing in, or taking for
granted these constructions, the constructions begin to change (Schneider & Sidney,
2009). From a social construction perspective, the reality of this previous mind-set refers
to an underlying understanding of the social world that places meaning making at the
center and stems from how people interpret the world around them. In addition, their
shared understandings give rise to rules, norms, identities, concepts, and institutions.
Rationales
The topic of whether women should serve in combat positions, or receive
assignments into combat units is an emotionally charged topic. Old policies such as the
Combat Exclusion Policy (1994) kept women out of combat based on strongly held views
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that men were better suited for war and defending the nation. Another rational for its use
was the Cold War linear battlefield verses the war fighting operational environments in
Iraq and Afghanistan, a 21st century asymmetric battlefield.
Underlying Assumption
Just as the battlefield has changed, so too had the nature of combat for the U.S.
military. The old rules governing the role and use of women in the Armed Forces do not
fit this new battlefield reality. During the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars, women
demonstrated their ability to execute their duties under combat conditions as well as their
male counterparts. In addition, approximately 166 women died in combat and another
1,033 were wounded (Defense Manpower Data Center, 2017; Kamarck, 2016), yet there
was no outcry by the American public. The American public seemed to have accepted
female casualties as part of the price of waging war. This clearly demonstrated the old
sensitivities to women in combat had outlived their usefulness and a shift in public
opinion towards women serving in combat positions, or assignments to combat units.
Not prior to January 1, 2013, under the former Secretary of Defense Leon Panetta,
had there been a significant change to the assignment policy for women in the military
since January 1994, when Les Aspin served as Secretary of Defense, 19-years earlier. In
future operations, as the Army reorganizes into a modular more agile expeditionary force,
support soldiers who are mostly women, will receive assignments to collocate with the
combat forces they support. Therefore, whether by design or default the reorganization of
the Army set the stage for the current debate on whether women receive assignments to
combat units, or remain excluded from such units. Each element in the development of
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public policy are essential and in the context of this study, public opinion to expand the
role of women in the military continues to grow. Despite the risk, the American public
supports women in combat. In the development of new policies, that include women in
combat, it is important to capture the experiences of single women who served in combat
and solicit their input regarding their specific readjustment experiences and needs
following deployment.
Background
The Disabled American Veterans (2014), a congressionally chartered non-profit
organization, noted that women make up roughly 20 percent of the Armed Forces’ new
recruits. Women account for approximately 14.5% of the 1.4 million Active Duty service
members (SMs) and 18% of the 850,000 Reservists. Among the troops who served in
Iraq and Afghanistan, more than 280,000 were women (Myre, 2013). For decades, the
studies of SMs returning from war focused on men and families (IoM, 2013; Kulka et al.,
1988; Schlenger et al., 2015; Yehuda et al., 2015). Subsequently, the deployment of
women creates some unique and very different effects that remain historically
unaddressed. Since the American Revolutionary War (1775-1783) women have
participated in the defense of the United States. In particular, they provided their support
to the troops as cooks, nurses, laundresses, tailors, and messengers. Still, others
volunteered as scouts, spies, or couriers (Biesecker, 2002; Sherrow, 2007).
Disguised as men, women enlisted during the Revolutionary War, the War of
1812, and the Civil War. They were often able to keep their identities and gender a secret
until they were injured, or subsequently died from their injuries (Matsakis, 2007). While
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women may not have served in clearly defined direct ground combat positions in Iraq and
Afghanistan, many served in combat support positions that placed them at risk to
exposure of high levels of combat and danger (Cesur, Sabia, & Tekin, 2013; Dutra et al.,
2011; Katz, Cojucar, Davenport, Clarke, & Williams, 2012) just like their male
counterparts. However, participation in combat operations can lead to different outcomes
for women than for men (Trego et al., 2010). The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan mark the
first time in U.S. history large numbers of women deployed into a combat zone and
actually engaged the enemy. Because of this, military leaders and policy makers cannot
say with any degree of certainty what the long-term readjustment experiences and needs
will be for women returning from these wars, especially since the concept of being a
female combat veteran is relatively new.
Since the Afghanistan and Iraqi wars, 2001 and 2003 respectively, the fastest
growing segment of military veterans are women (Department of Veterans Affairs, 2012;
Disabled American Veterans, 2014; Leslie & Koblinsky, 2017; Women Veterans Report,
2017), yet they are still more likely to face issues of discrimination and belonging than
their male counterparts (Duhart, 2012; Thomas et al., 2017). They are at a
disproportionately higher risk for Military Sexual Trauma (MST) and harassment (Koo &
Maguen, 2014); and approximately 20-40% of female Veterans report experiencing MST
during their time in service (Barth et al., 2015; Der-Martirosian, Cordasco, &
Washington, 2013; Kelly, Skelton, Patel, & Bradley, 2011; Williamson, Holliday,
Holder, North, & Suris, 2017). Also, according to Kline et al. (2013), in garrison and
deployed environments issues of social support and unit cohesion are uniquely
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problematic for military women.
Service members of this era will be among the first to see women in combat roles
traditionally held by men and may see an increase in female veterans with combat
exposure. In addition, because the traditional wartime frontline no longer exists as in
previous wars, Iraq and Afghanistan-era veterans may have more frequent and more
severe combat exposure relative to veterans of other eras. Until recently, a review of the
available literature, revealed relatively little information on the gender differences of
OEF and OIF veterans (Godfrey et al., 2015; Maguen et al., 2012; Maguen, Ren, Bosch,
Marmar, & Seal, 2010). Consequently, based on my research, the paucity of research on
single, never married, and non-parenting women returning from combat make it difficult
to predict their individual or common readjustment experiences. Therefore, research
following single women after deployment in combat may offer insight into their specific
experiences and needs. Reports from the IoM (2010) highlighted the fact that many SMs
returning from deployment in combat zones seem to adjust quite well to their former lives
with a great deal of success. However, in contrast, other veterans have trouble during the
reunification process, especially reconnecting, adjusting, or transitioning to family life,
their jobs, and living in the communities they left behind (Dutra et al., 2011).
A number of reasons can account for a SM’s inability to bounce back from the
negative experiences of combat and the difficulty in readjusting as they return home. For
example, over the past decade SMs faced increased barriers accessing the VA health care
system (Ouimette et al., 2011). Other service members often raised concerns about the
stigma associated with seeking help regarding behavioral health issues, especially the
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belief that their unit leadership might treat them differently and perceive them as weak
rather than addressing concerns about the barriers associated with obtaining the
appropriate care (Bloeser, et al., 2014; Gould, et al., 2010; Hom, Stanley, Schneider, &
Joiner, 2017).
Other factors that affect SMs seeking help ranged from transportation, reporting
concerns about difficulties scheduling an appointment, getting time off work for
treatment, worries about losing security clearances (Bunnell et al., 2017; Elbogen et al.,
2013; Kim, Thomas, Wilk, Castro, & Hoge, 2010); being too embarrassed to seek help,
or the belief that psychological problems tend to work themselves out without help (Blais
& Renshaw, 2013; Hoge et al., 2014; Kim, Britt, Klocko, Riviere, & Adler, 2011; Porcari
et al., 2017). In other studies, the belief regarding the stigma of receiving psychiatric
services were emphasized (Crawford et al., 2015; Currier, Stefurak, Carroll, & Shatto,
2017; Dillon et al., 2017; Di Leone et al., 2013; Elbogen, et al., 2013; Gallegos, Streltzov,
& Stecker, 2016; Schreiber, McEnany, 2015). For example, service members who sought
treatment believed they would be seen as weak and were more likely to be endorsed by
veterans who used treatment than by their counterparts who did not. Katz, Cojucar,
Davenport, Pedram, and Lindl (2010) found many of the same difficulties SMs faced
during the post deployment phase as cited by the previous authors, but also added that
many SMs have a difficult time articulating, or identifying what their problem areas are
and the increased pressure from others to be normal.
While a significant amount of research has been conducted to evaluate the impact
of military related stressors in the predominantly male veteran population, based on my
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research, less attention has focused on military trauma in women despite an increase in
the use of VA services by women veterans. Researchers found that OEF and OIF women
veterans still experience challenges in accessing health care coupled with reintegration
concerns, which may pose barriers to receiving health care (Goldstein, Dinh, Donalson,
Hebenstreit, & Maguen, 2017; Washington, Bean-Mayberry, Riopelle, & Yano, 2011).
This is problematic because much of the existing research indicates differing impacts of
military stressors based on gender. For instance, female service members had higher
severity of depressive symptoms, but not posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms
compared to male service members during the post-deployment phase (Luxton, Skopp, &
Maguen, 2010; Maguen, Luxton, Skopp, Madden, 2012). Other researchers found that
female veterans have been shown to be at higher risk for depression than their male
counterparts (Street, Gradus, Giasson, Vogt, & Resick, 2013). Still, several others noted
following deployment in order to gain acceptance women may be under enormous
pressure to fit in with men and perform at a higher standard often associated with being
tough. The same authors emphasized that many remain silent about deployment stressors
and the challenges of readjusting to their former lives until these issues negatively affect
how they routinely function on a daily basis (Katz, Bloor, Cojucar, & Draper, 2007).
Because of an increase in the number of women joining the military and their
possible expanding roles in future combat operations, it is prudent to understand the
impact military stressors have on female veterans. In addition, it is critical to assess
whether the current programs, resources, and services are appropriate in supporting their
readjustment experiences and needs after deployment in a combat environment. The
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return home can be difficult and frustrating as many SMs deal with the apprehensions,
uncertainties, discomforts, and loss of excitement often associated with war fighting.
Because of this, the adrenaline-fueled high of wartime combat operations and the reality
of returning to life at home to a regular day job can be overwhelming for many. While
there are a vast number of reports, studies, and articles following wartime exposure that
highlights the negative readjustment experiences of SMs in general, based on my
research, literature specific to the readjustment experiences and needs of single women
exposed to wartime stressors in combat is nonexistent.
Historical Overview of American Women in the United States Military
Decades of historical and recent literature validate the fact that women served
successfully, officially and unofficially, in protecting the nation from foreign and
domestic enemies. Evidence of this is especially highlighted in the decade in which the
U.S. engaged in combat operations in both Iraq and Afghanistan from 2003-2013.
Viewing the problem of gender integration into the military from this perspective,
researchers argue when equally trained and qualified, women performed their assigned
task to standard just as their male counterparts. In the years when there seemed to be a
shortage of men to send into combat women were added to the ranks as a combat
multiplier, achieving a measurable and predictable increase in combat power. The
sections that follow propose, as members of the profession of arms, when given the
chance women demonstrated a willingness to sacrifice their lives to serve and defend the
nation.

55
The Integration of Women into the Military
Generations of women have served in the Army since 1775, yet the idea of
women in combat and the extent of their participation remain a controversial issue.
Sherrow (2007) explained, the Second Continental Congress hired the first official
women employees in 1775, when they created a hospital department for the Army.
Because the hospital could hire civilian nurses that role became an accepted function for
women in the military. In light of this, whether in an official or unofficial role, women
served with the same honor and selfless service as their male counterparts and sacrificed
their lives for the defense of the nation before they could cast their first vote (Matsakis,
2007). However, documented accounts of their contributions in combat remained scarce
based on my research.
The integration of women into the Armed Forces has a long history of
controversy and setbacks, yet when there were too few men to support the mission the
military added women to its roster. Matsakis (2007) noted, with the establishment of the
Army Nurse Corps in 1901 and the Navy Nurse Corps in 1908 women in the military
started to receive formal recognition. Similarly, Murdoch et al. (2006) emphasized that
the military filled its ranks and increased its numbers by filling the gaps in the workforce
with women whenever there was a shortage of qualified males. However, despite their
accomplishments, women did not enjoy the benefits their male counterparts received such
as promotions, equal pay, or pensions. Once the conflict ended, just as quickly as they
were mobilized the military demobilized them. Still, over time, with the integration of
nurses into the Armed Forces it became easier for other women to enter the military and
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gain full acceptance.
During wartime shortages of males, the actual need for women to fill the gap
proved to be invaluable. Prior to entering the First World War women had already
participated in military conflicts for well over a Century. In 1915, military officials
denied having any recorded evidence that women had ever been a member of the Regular
or Volunteer Army. Despite a strong denial, the Army did admit that a few women might
have concealed their gender to serve in the military, but they served as civilian employees
and not in the service of the U.S. military (Treadwell, 1954). Historically, women
integrating into the military faced numerous obstacles, yet in today’s Armed Forces they
are serving with distinction in jobs women before them have never held.
The First World War (WW I)
Theoretically, the integration of women into the military begin when the U.S.
entered the First World War (WW I) in 1917. At the onset of the war, the military soon
discovered there was a shortage of men to send into combat. In response to this
imbalance, the government mobilized a significant proportion of women to fill the gaps at
home in support of the war. According to the Office of Policy and Planning (2007),
approximately 35,000 American women served in the military during the First World
War. More than 21,000 belonged to the Army Nurse Corps working in camp and station
hospitals at home and abroad close to the front lines. Because of the nature of their work
and proximity to the combat zone, nurses consistently found themselves exposed to
artillery rounds and mustard gas while taking care of Soldiers and civilians (Women in
the Army, World War I, 1917-1918, n.d.). The excerpts from Women in the Army
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demonstrates the sacrifices made by women, but especially nurses who placed themselves
in harm’s way serving in the line of fire to care for their patients. Sherrow (2007)
emphasized, military nurses served near war zones and some died from enemy fire. Three
American nurses who served at a field hospital in France received the Distinguished
Service Cross, the nations’ second highest military honor.
In addition to serving as nurses, women served in other capacities to support the
war efforts. For instance, they served as secretaries and clerks under the Quartermaster
Corps as contractors. Hundreds of other women recruited by the Army Signal Corps
trained as telephone operators, known as the “Hello Girls” (Women in the Army, n.d.,
World War I, 1917-1918,) working overseas. Just as the women before them, when their
service was no longer required the Army discharged them and claimed they had never
officially been in the military. In 1979, approximately 61 years later, Congress
recognized their services and granted them military status. As the war ended, despite their
ultimate sacrifice, bravery, and exceptional performance, Congress closed all legal
avenues that allowed women to serve in the military without its consent.
World War II (WWII)
Unwittingly, the First World War served as a precursor for large numbers of
women to contribute to America’s war efforts. Their successful contributions also opened
the door for the need and acceptance of women in the military during World War II on an
even larger scale. Following the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941, the
U.S. became fully engaged in the war and women gained their greatest opportunity to
serve in the military. In May 1942, several months after the war-started, women fully
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supported the war efforts through the creation of the Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps
(WAAC), which allowed women to serve in noncombatant roles and allowing men to
serve on the front lines (Psychology and The War: Notes, 1942). At the time, the Army
Nurse Corps (ANC) was the only women’s organization allowed to serve exclusively
with the Army. In contrast, Fisher (1995) explained the WAAC was not part of the Army,
but the Army ran it. Consequently, WAAC members had no binding contract and could
quit at any time.
Political and military leaders willingly accepted the idea of establishing an
auxiliary for women for the sole purpose of easing the workforce shortage. However,
they drew the line at giving women military status and the benefits of veterans.
According to Treadwell (1954), the WAAC’s mission statement was the most basic and
vital of the Corps’ history, the auxiliary was established to make available to the national
defense the knowledge, skill, and special training of the women of the nation. In concert,
the personnel branch sent the Chief of Staff, General George C. Marshall, a memorandum
stating, “the problem in the United States is not primarily one of utilizing women in the
military service for the purpose of releasing manpower, but is one of utilizing women to
increase the efficiency of the Army” (Treadwell, 1954, p. 19). Because the WAAC
proved it was an invaluable organization, in 1943, it gained full (opposed to auxiliary)
military status in the Army and its name changed to the Women’s Army Corps (WAC).
Following the name change, women obtained the same salaries, benefits, and titles the
men received (Sherrow, 2007).
While women served under various restrictions in support of the war, they served
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courageously and honorably throughout it. Women played a significant and key role in
filling the work force shortages and assisted America in achieving success during WW II.
The shortage of labor also resulted in an expansion in the roles women served in beyond
those of noncombatants. At the time, more than 400,000 women were in noncombatant
roles (Pierce, 2006). Like their male counterparts, by the end of the war, exposure to
combat and serious risk to enemy fire was quite common and the stresses of war
increased as their location in combat zones changed (Baechtold & De Sawal, 2009;
Dienstfrey, 1988; Mattocks, Haskell, Krebs, Justice, Yano, & Brandt, 2012; Strong,
2013). Approximately 88 military nurses were prisoners of war and more than 432
lost their lives during WW II (Women’s Research and Education Institute, n.d.,
“Did you know…?” bullet, #6).
Unlike the end of the First World War, in which the role of women serving in the
military seemed trivialized, following WW II women in the armed services received
numerous medals, citations, and commendations for courage and dedication to duty,
including posthumous awards for those killed by enemy fire (Sherrow 2007). However,
very much like the outcome of WW I, at the end of WW II, with the crisis over, Congress
ordered a general demobilization of women, yet nurses were the exception (Murdoch et
al., 2006). Still, Bellafaire (2016) declared if America is to maintain its power and
position as a world leader, whether at peace or war, it would require the permanent
services of trained women volunteers, this meant fewer men had to be drafted.
The perception of women serving in the military becoming permanent members
came with the approval of the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act, signed into law
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by President Truman in 1948. Although the Act granted women a permanent place within
the military, it placed stiff restrictions on them. They could not make-up more than 2% of
the total military force, command men, serve in combat roles, exceed the allowable
number of mid-level officers, attain flag rank, and required automatic discharges for
pregnant women, and women with minor children (Murdoch et al., 2006). The act also
denied women spousal benefits unless their husbands relied on them for more than half of
their support (Sherrow, 2007). While the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act
placed numerous restrictions on women, it also allowed them to share in the
responsibility of securing the nation’s freedom.
The Korean War
As women gained a permanent home in the military with the passage of the
Women’s Armed Services Integration Act, in 1950, when hostilities in Korea
commenced just 22,000 women were in uniform (Murdoch et al., 2006). On June 25,
1950, approximately 134,000 North Korean troops crossed the 38th parallel and invaded
South Korea. The only American military woman stationed in Korea was a U.S. Army
Nurse, Captain Viola B. McConnell (Monahan & Neidel-Greenlee, 2010). Nurses from
every branch of the Armed Forces responded to the need for nurses in the Korean theater
of operations. However, several tragedies occurred that stalled their arrival. For example,
General Douglas McArthur, Commander of the United Nations Forces, named Army
Major Genevieve Smith as the Chief Nurse for Korea (Monahan & Neidel-Greenlee,
2010), but Smith died in a plane crash en-route to her assignment (Bellafaire, 2016, “In
the mud of Korea,” para. 1).
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Similarly, Navy nurses on their way to Korea also experienced setbacks. Fifteen
nurses were on board the USS Benevolence when it sank off the coast of California.
Fourteen survived the ordeal and were eventually rescued by an Army tugboat
(Bellafaire, 2016, “In the Mud of Korea,” para. 1). As the Korean War culminated, more
than 500 U.S. Army Nurses supported the war efforts. In total, 19 women died during the
Korean War, all by non-hostile fire. Seventeen of those women were military nurses
(Monahan & Neidel-Greenlee, 2010). The military deployed fewer women (nurses) to
support the Korean War than it had in previous wars, yet their numbers were needed to
provide first aid and comfort to the wounded.
The Vietnam War
Nurses became the symbol for all women who served in Vietnam and perhaps
recognized as the first who served in, or near a combat zone. On the other hand, for
decades, women who served in Vietnam remained unrecognized for both their
contributions and sacrifices. According to Holm (1992) as the war in Vietnam loomed,
the DOD resisted the expansion of women’s roles in the military and authorized the
enlistment of almost 300,000 men with low attitude test scores first (Murdoch et al.,
2006). Nevertheless, albeit mostly nurses, women were sent to Vietnam. The findings
from previous literature are clear that American women served in the Vietnam War;
conversely, what remains unclear is the number that served. The reported number of
women range between 7,500 (Bellafaire, 2016, “Why Can’t We Go to Vietnam,” para. 1)
and 10,000 (Mithers, 1986). Approximately 11 American women died serving in
Vietnam, one by enemy fire (Monahan & Neidel-Greenlee, 2010), while thousands of
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others suffered physical and emotional trauma. Once they returned home, they never
received the respect, or gratitude bestowed to veterans of prior conflicts (Sherrow, 2007).
Just as it had been for their male counterparts, the adjustment back to civilian life
following the Vietnam War was often difficult for women. As the Vietnam War
culminated and the draft placed on men ended, women’s roles and contributions in the
U.S. military changed again drastically because of an all-volunteer force. Congress
retracted the 2% quota imposed by the Women’s Armed Services Integration Act,
regarding the proportion of troops that could be women. The limits on their ranks and pay
grades were lifted as well (Sherrow, 2007). In addition, areas once closed to women
excluding combat-related specialties finally opened up. Prompted by a congressional
mandate, military service academies were opened to women in 1976 (Kennedy &
Malone, 2009).
Murdoch et al. (2006) highlighted several policy changes following the Vietnam
War that affected women, the initial restrictions placed on women were soon set aside,
which gave way to the same entrance criteria into the services for both men and women.
Just as the entrance criteria changed, the services begin integrating women training and
promotion lists with the men, which allowed women an opportunity to train with men and
compete against them for promotions. Finally, in 1978, another significant policy change
was the elimination of separate female units such as the Women’s Army Corps (WACs).
Pregnancy, marriage, or dependent children were no longer grounds for a military
discharge. Policy changes that adopted an all-volunteer military lead to the active
recruitment of more women and provided them access to additional occupational
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specialties beyond medical and administrative roles.
The First Persian Gulf War (Desert Storm)
The expansion in the use of women during the First Persian Gulf War marked a
watershed in the attitude of policy makers towards the participation of women in combat.
Murdoch et al. (2006) wrote, after the Gulf War policy and decision-makers lifted, or
repealed most regulations that restricted women from combat assignments. Although the
war was brief, during the six-week period between January 16, 1991 and February 28,
1991, the largest single deployment of military women in U.S. history resulted in more
than 41,000 women serving in key combat support positions throughout the Persian Gulf.
Women accounted for approximately 7% of the Armed Forces deployed (Bellafaire,
2016, “1990s Deployments,” para. 1; Holm, 1992).
Unlike previous wars, this single large deployment of women provided the
opening women needed to gain access into assignments that had previously been
restricted (Roulo, 2013). During the First Gulf War, according to Carney et al. (2003), the
majority of deployed women who served in the Army (77%), were single (58%), and
without children (75%). Almost a decade later, in another study, Maguen, Luxton, Skopp
and Madden (2012) emphasized, with women serving in military service roles that
increase their combat exposure and other military-service related risks, it is important to
understand whether this increased exposure impacts the risk of developing other issues,
particularly issues associated with mental health during the post-deployment period.
In the more recent wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, women were increasingly
exposed to combat even though their service roles were considered noncombatant.
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Women deployed to the Persian Gulf served in various positions outside of normal
medical and administrative roles. Sherrow (2007) observed, women encountered combat
situations, found themselves behind enemy lines, and some even commanded men.
Therefore, having a clear understanding of how that exposure affects their risk following
deployment is crucial in evaluating how well they readjust to their former lives and
determining their long-term needs (Calhoun, et al., 2016; King, Street, Gradus, Vogt, &
Resick, 2013; Maguen, Luxton, Skopp, & Madden, 2012). This assessment is also
crucial in preparing other generations of women for future conflicts involving combat
exposure.
During the First Gulf War, American military women did just about everything on
land, at sea, and in the air except engage in the actual fighting. According to Holm
(1992), women performed a variety of essential non-combat duties that included refueling
M1 tanks on the side of the road, guarding bases, serving on naval replenishment and
repair ships, fleet oilers and hospital ships off the shore of Baghdad. While women served
as noncombatants in more nontraditional roles, they shared the same dangers as active
combatants. Holm (1992) noted that women also piloted and crewed jet planes and
helicopters over the battle area, refueled fighters in mid-air, serviced high tech equipment
on the ground and loaded laser guided bombs on F-117 Stealth Fighters for raids on
targets in Baghdad. The author further stated that, women directed Patriot missiles, drove
trucks, and ran prisoner of war facilities. Unlike previous wars where the battle lines were
clear, during the First Gulf War the lines were not as clear and often blurred, as
noncombat units regularly took on casualties. In addition, Iraqi long-range artillery and
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especially surface-to-surface missiles were unisex weapons that did not distinguish
between combat and support troops (Bellafaire, 2016, “1990s Deployment,” para. 1).
The death tolls in the Persian Gulf from battlefield injuries were the lowest that
the U.S. had ever experienced in history. However, after the hostilities ended, fifteen
women had died, two were captured and later released, and five were killed in action
(Bellafaire, 2016, “1990s Deployment,” para. 1). The Marine Corps awarded its Combat
Action Ribbon to 23 women, signifying engagement with the enemy (Sherrow, 2007).
The First Gulf War provided the American public an opportunity to witness military
women entering nontraditional military roles other than direct ground combat. Americans
also observed their willingness to sacrifice their lives, proving that they were capable and
dedicated to defending the nation while serving alongside their male counterparts. When
the war was over, Vice President Dick Cheney stated, “Women made a major
contribution to this war effort, we could not have won without them.” Commanders in the
field echoed similar praise of the women’s performance under fire. General H. Norman
Schwarzkopf, the Coalition Forces Commander, reported “They were magnificent”
(Holm, 1992, p. xiv).
Operation Iraqi Freedom (OIF) and Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF)
Since the First Gulf War, much has changed regarding the involvement and role
of women on the modern battlefield in the wars of the 21st century, especially in Iraq and
Afghanistan. More than anytime recorded in American history, at the end of the First
Gulf War, a significant number of ground combat operational roles opened up to women.
Hoge, Clark, and Castro (2007) observed that while women did not serve in direct
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combat specialties, as infantry or armor divisions, they served in positions where they
traveled outside military bases in support roles such as military police and convoy
escorts, they collected human intelligence, and searched Iraqi women for weapons. They
served as pilots, medics, mechanics, civil affairs personnel, and other roles that came
under direct fire. Holmstedt (2009) asserted that a major experiment began in 2003 on the
battlefield in Iraq as a record number of American women headed into combat for the
first time. Although military rules banned women from combat, these rules slowly
dissolved as the war continued and the front lines faded. Keeping women from the front
lines became virtually impossible when the front lines were everywhere.
To put a figure on the major experiment in which Holmstedt spoke about,
approximately 280,000 women deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan (Disabled American
Veterans, 2014; Myre, 2013). These women were an integral component in each military
conflict and performed in assignments that placed them at, or near the front lines. While
their expanded combat operational roles and assignments were often labeled as
noncombatant, women who entered into expanded roles and assignments were at the
same level of risk as combatants. Because of the difficulty in distinguishing between
blurred lines of combatants and noncombatants, the Army created a Combat Action
Badge that was awarded to hundreds of female soldiers for actively engaging with a
hostile enemy. Two women, Sergeant Leigh Ann Hester (2005) and Specialist Monica
Lin Brown (2008), received Silver Stars (the third highest military decoration awarded
for valor in combat in the face of the enemy) for their service in Iraq and Afghanistan
respectively (Iskra, 2011; Mackenzie, 2012). Sergeant Hester was the first female
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awarded the Silver Star since World War II and the first cited for close combat action
while engaging the enemy (Fainaru, 2005).
Despite the official policies of the U.S. which prevented women from serving on
the front lines, or in direct ground combat units, women who served in Iraq and
Afghanistan came under fire, patrolled combat zones, served as gunners, were killed or
wounded in hostile fire, and held as prisoners of war. To illustrate, in the early phases of
the war in Iraq, March 2003, an attack on the 507th Maintenance Company resulted in
the capture of two U.S. Army women, Specialist Shoshanna Johnson and Private FirstClass Jessica Lynch. While both women suffered multiple wounds, they survived their
ordeal in captivity and were later rescued (Johnson, 2003). Private First-Class Lori Ann
Piestewa, a Native American and the first woman killed in Operation Iraqi Freedom, died
in the same convoy ambush (US Army Official Report on 507th Maintenance Company:
An Nasiriyah, Iraq, 2003). Johnson, Piestewa, and Lynch were part of a maintenance
battalion designated as strike troops. Their role was to provide combat service support,
yet during the ambush on their convoy they were all armed and fought alongside their
male comrades until their weapons jammed.
As of November 2016, data compiled by Kamarck (2016) revealed that 50 U.S.
military women died during Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF), accounting for 2.1% of
the total deaths. In addition, 116 U.S. military women died during Operation Iraqi
Freedom (OIF), which accounts for 2.5% of the total deaths. During that same period, in
modern combat operations, approximately 9,000 women received Army Combat Action
Badges for actively engaging or being engaged by the enemy. According to the Defense
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Manpower Data Center (2017), 383 U.S. women sustained wounds during OEF and 627
wounded in OIF. In America’s wars of the 21st century, women have taken on new roles
and assignments with greater risk to their safety. Military women continue to carry out
their mission bravely and effectively with the same pride, courage, and determination as
their male counterparts.
Participation of Women in Military Operations Other Than War
The primary purpose for military operations other than war is to promote
peacekeeping, containment, or the enforcement of economic sanctions (Secretary of the
Air Force, 2000). In support of military operations other than war, women have been put
to the test and performed well in U.S. military operations in Grenada, Panama, Honduras,
Bosnia, Croatia, Somalia, Rwanda, and Haiti just to name a few. The military’s mission
may be that of war fighting; however, in a changing global environment U.S. national
security interest around the world often requires participation in operations that are also
essential to safety and security as those of war.
Women in Combat
The debate of whether women should be in combat seemed to have lost its
momentum because of the reality of what actually occurred on the ground in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Despite policies preventing women from fully integrating into all areas of
the military, such as offensive combat missions, the main message of their capabilities to
do so is one of courage and self-sacrifice. The ground wars in Iraq and Afghanistan,
fought without front lines, required gender blind and gender-neutral policies to support
the military’s mission. Holmstedt (2007) argued that to find their way into combat,
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women did what they had done for years in the workplace, they applied themselves, did
their jobs well, and the public noticed. Assigning or collocating women to direct ground
combat units purely based on gender remains a highly controversial issue. However, the
U.S. military recognized that women could fight in the nation’s wars as members of
forward support companies and female engagement teams. Women also received combat
pay, known as hostile fire pay or imminent danger pay, to acknowledge the threats they
regularly faced in the combat zones of Iraq and Afghanistan. Approximately78% of the
deaths of U.S. female service members in Iraq served under hostile conditions, yet
another sign of how American women in uniform regularly put their lives at risk
(Mackenzie 2012).
The historical policy to exclude women from combat did not take into
consideration the asymmetrical battlefield in which soldiers engaged the enemy in a 360degree perimeter. Experience proves that all SMs participating on an asymmetrical
battlefield are essentially engaging in combat. Both male and female SMs faced rocket,
mortar, and roadside bomb attacks, as well as ambushes. Lafferty, Alford, Davis, and
O’Connor (2008) theorized that in Afghanistan and Iraq there were no safe zones, merely
areas of greater and lesser degrees of risk. Even the so-called Green Zones were under
recurring mortar and rocket attack. Women served everywhere that men served on the
battlefield acting in combat support roles that unwittingly pulled them into the vortex of
combat. The former U.S. Joint Chiefs of Staff, Admiral Mike Mullen, fully recognized
the danger and risk women faced during their deployment in Iraq and Afghanistan and
compared it to the same level of danger and risk faced by their male counterparts
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(Mackenzie, 2012, Naphan & Elliott, 2015).
Conversely, in 2005, during an interview with The Washington Times regarding
the war in Iraq and transformations within the Army, President Bush emphasized that
“There’s no change of policy as far as I’m concerned, no women in combat”
(Scarborough & Curl, 2005, p. A01). Technically, the President was correct; the policy
did not change. However, in reality, the nation’s policy did not survive contact with the
enemy, as the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan engulfed both men and women into
combat, and the often blurred and constantly shifting battle lines of the conflicts drew
women unavoidably into combat roles. Wise and Baron (2006) declared that the
insurgency war in Iraq had no front lines and the debate regarding women in combat was
irrelevant because in such a war zone, anyone can be killed or injured at any moment. For
this reason, White (2005) argued that the expanding roles of women in combat lead the
Army to create a Combat Action Badge to honor any eligible service member, and
especially to honor women who had been exposed to perilous combat conditions.
The role of women in combat changed drastically since the approval of the
Women’s Armed Services Integration Act of 1948. Although women faced the same
danger in combat zones as their male counterparts, they did so as members of combat
support and combat service support units and not as members of an infantry or armored
unit. Alvarez (2009) stated, “Women can lead some male troops into combat as officers,
but they cannot serve with them in battle” (para. 9). Still, many military women came
under direct fire, suffered battle wounds resulting in the loss of life, limb, eyesight, and
hearing. Equally important, some engaged in direct ground combat operations that
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required them to either kill the enemy or die alongside their male counterparts.
Countless of women who served in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars faced some of
the same traumatic life and death situations as their male counterparts. On January 24,
2013, a congressional mandate prohibited women from serving in combat even though a
significant number of them had already fought the nation’s wars and protected the
homeland. The experience of war can potentially change both males and females,
whether directly or indirectly. War can also change the way society perceive women
in combat. After the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars it is important to observe, on a large
scale, the readjustment experiences and needs of single women following exposure to
combat, the effects of combat, and its psychological scars left on them.
Readjustment after Iraq and Afghanistan
The face of military deployments has changed, specifically the number of women
who deployed in support of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. Therefore, it is important to
keep in mind the potential benefits or constraints of the readjustment experiences and
needs of single women following deployment in combat. Since the earliest record of
warfare, the returning warrior has struggled to rejoin the society left behind (Lafferty,
Alford, Davis, & O’Connor, 2008; Phelps, 2015). After serving in a war zone, the
transition to civilian life has never been easy and brings new and unanticipated
complications for the combat veteran. Unlike previous wars, the conflicts in Iraq and
Afghanistan set the stage for creating unique circumstances that resulted in deploying the
largest number of women into a combat zone than any other time in history. Also, unlike
previous wars, the readjustment experiences and needs for this generation of war-time
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veterans is unique with several distinctions that affect the reintegration process. For
instance, veterans of the conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan confronted the uncertainty and
lengthy the tours of duty, multiple deployments, high levels of danger resulting in
different types of casualties (especially those resulting from improvised explosive
devices), and complete disengagement from civilian culture (Lafferty et al., 2008; Phelps,
2015).
Following deployment, many women returned from the combat zones of Iraq and
Afghanistan able to reengage, or transition back to their former lives and become selfsustaining. On the other hand, for some female veterans the readjustment or transition has
been quite difficult depending on their experiences, their unique stressors during
deployment, and the availability of social support and social networks upon their return.
To emphasize this point, The National Center on Family Homelessness (2011) found that,
notwithstanding their many accomplishments during periods of active duty, the transition
to civilian life for many women veterans is complicated and difficult. Veterans in
general, regardless of gender, may have trouble resuming normal activities following
deployment. Even under optimum conditions service members must adjust to life at home
as well as manage the common reactions that occur for most troops following time in the
war zone (DeCoster & Lewis, 2013; Interian, Kline, Callahan, & Losonczy, 2012; Slone,
Pomerantz, & Friedman, 2009). For some, returning to normal patterns of daily activities
take time and work.
Researchers at the Institute of Medicine (2010, 2013) observed that the
experiences of those deployed to Iraq or Afghanistan were similar to those of military
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personnel who deployed in previous conflicts; nevertheless, these same researchers noted
a number of distinctive and important differences. Several differences noted included the
composition of those that served, how they deployed, and how they fought within those
conflicts. These differences should not go ignored, as each have important consequences.
Several areas of concern were the types and severity of challenges SMs faced, the
readjustment problems many of the men and women who supported OEF and OIF will
most likely experience, and the type of support they will need upon their return home.
Another critical area of concern is combat-related violence against women in particular
because of their occupational roles as military police, convoy drivers, medics, and nurses.
Perhaps one of the most difﬁcult types of stress faced by women during their
military deployment involved the threat of sexual trauma, especially the trauma of rape
by male colleagues with whom they served (Mattocks et al., 2012). Other stressors of the
combat environment included, but was not limited to, elevated rates of mental disorders
(Naifeh et al., 2016; Thomas et al., 2016) with and without comorbidities, including
depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), suicide ideation, and alcohol abuse
(Boyd, Bradshaw, & Robinson, 2013; Bryan, Bryan, & Clemans, 2015; Lam et al., 2017;
Larson, Mohr, Adams, Wooten, & Williams, 2014; Lehavot et al., 2017; Maguen,
Luxton, Skopp, & Madden, 2012; Ray-Sannerud, Bryan, Perry, & Bryan, 2015).
Disciplinary and punitive actions increased because of misconduct and criminal behavior
which led to military discharges and in some cases incarceration (Booker, Seamone, &
Rogall, 2012; Finlay et al., 2016; IoM, 2013; MacManus et al., 2013; Seamone et al.,
2014; Sreenivasan et al., 2013).
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In the early years of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, personal relationships
suffered because of lengthy deployments, (12-18 months), causing an increase in the rates
of infidelity, divorce among military couples, and separation from significant others
(Creech, Swift, Zlotnick, Taft, & Street, 2016; Wang et al., 2015). Service members
enrolled in academic programs experienced disruptions in their education, which
resulted in the loss of course work, credits, and even scholarships (Borsari et al., 2017;
Jones, K., 2014; Jones, K. C., 2013; Kanel, 2015). Also troubling among war-time
veterans of this era are the growing risk of homelessness, especially among women
veterans (Fargo et al., 2012; Disabled American Veterans, 2014; Koblinsky, Schroeder,
& Leslie, 2017; Metraux, Cusack, Byrne, Hunt-Johnson, & True, 2017; Veterans’ Health
Administration, 2012, 2013). Transgressive and moral injury acts are prevalent among
veterans who reportedly killed an enemy combatant, or witnessed a death firsthand
(Frankfurt & Frazier, 2016; Fry, 2016). Although most SMs are able to weave themselves
back into the fabric of their former lives following deployment, some veterans still
experience difficulties and concerns, both physical and emotional, during reintegration to
pre-deployment life (Elliot, 2015; Rivers et al., 2017; Rivers, Gordon, Speraw, & Reese,
2013).
Based on the literature review, the transition or readjustment from combat
operations in Afghanistan and Iraq is challenging and sometimes more difficult for some
veterans than being in the war-zone. This new era of women involved in combat-related
deployments raised important concerns. If public policy makers are to prevent a public
health crisis of great magnitude, that may possibly grow over time, they will have to act
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responsibly to appropriately evaluate and meet the needs of this new generation of war
time veterans. Exploring this phenomenon of the readjustment experiences and needs of
single women, never married, and non-parenting returning from combat in Iraq and
Afghanistan may provide lessons learned that could possibly shed light on how to
provide adequate programs, resources, and services needed to support future female
combat veterans returning home throughout the post-deployment transition cycle.
Veterans without social support and social networks, or with disrupted social
networks can find themselves isolated and at high risk for other factors that may further
complicate their ability to readjust to life following deployment. Strong social networks
can often make the difference between making a smoother readjustment back to one’s
former life, or facing reintegration barriers upon returning home. Researchers found that
veteran participation in a community support group with people who have had similar
experiences could be extremely beneficial and supportive in their readjustment to former
life and daily activities (Ahern et al., 2015; Crocker, Powell-Cope, Brown, & BestermanDahan, 2014; Manderscheid 2007). As women return from Iraq and Afghanistan, they
can often face many challenges and may benefit from a number of resources as they
readjust to life beyond the combat zone. Slone and Friedman (2008) found that the
military requires intensive training and preparation before going into battle, but offers
little, if any, preparation for returning combat veterans. Surviving wartime memories and
readjusting at home can be a complex transition. The success of community reintegration
is dependent on bridging the gaps of alienation that service members often feel exist
between them and their communities’ expectations of a normal reentry.
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The lack of empirical studies on the readjustment experiences and needs of single
women to date could possibly make any findings from this study of value for several
reasons. First, the findings may support evidence-based policy changes on reintegration
during the post deployment cycle. Secondly, the findings may support research that
guides future deployment experiences and the impact on the readjustment of single
women returning from combat. Thirdly, research findings from this study may highlight
and explore broader themes that warrant special consideration including, but not limited
to, factors that enhance or constrain the availability of social support and social networks,
or other readjustment needs of single women returning from Iraq and Afghanistan.
Obtaining information from the perspective of those who experienced the
phenomenon could provide an accurate picture of the relevant readjustment experiences
and needs of single women essential in identifying the best resources possible to ensure
early and effective support systems are in place for future single women who may deploy
into combat. Understanding the readjustment experiences and needs of this current
subpopulation of the military who supported the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars may require
years of research. Finally, the findings resulting from this study may aid in understanding
the impact exposure in the combat zone had on women, especially since readjustment is a
lifelong process versus a onetime event. Therefore, through broad collaboration single
women in particular and the community in general may achieve maximal benefit.
Literature Regarding the Selected Research Method
In social science, a researcher uses either qualitative methods such as interviews,
or quantitative methods such as the use of statistics, or a mixture of both. Oxford
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University Press (2005) urged researchers to evaluate the most appropriate theories and
methodologies to produce and analyze the evidence. Oxford further warned, research that
is only data driven lacks a sense of order. Massive amounts of data collection can become
chaotic, impossible to decipher, evaluate, or determine a meaningful purpose, thus
rendering such data collection useless and pointless. On the other hand, research
consisting only of theories lacks reference to the real world and empty of content, which
makes it incapable of being validated, or tested in any way.
The research design chosen for this study is qualitative, specifically
transcendental (descriptive) phenomenology. The focus of this methodology was on
understanding the unique lived experiences of the participants under investigation by
exploring the meaning of the phenomenon from their firsthand accounts. From this
descriptive data, further interpretation and analysis enables me to uncover a description
of the essence of the phenomenon; the universal meaning for individuals. To derive the
essence, the researcher puts to one side their own views of the phenomenon, referred to
as bracketing, in order to deepen their understanding (Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012).
Moustakas (1994) promoted the idea that following the descriptive phenomenological
approach allows for a more disciplined and systematic process that requires setting aside
prejudgments of the phenomenon under investigation, known as the epoché process,
discussed later in Chapter 3.
Setting aside my own prejudgments of the phenomenon allowed me to take the
study as far as possible, free of preconceptions, beliefs, and knowledge of the
phenomenon from prior experience and professional studies. In other words, I was
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completely open, receptive, and naïve in listening to research participants describe their
experiences and insights into the meaning of the phenomena under study. Another
important and distinct use of the transcendental phenomenology method was the
emphasis on intuition, imagination, and universal structures in obtaining a picture of the
dynamics that underlay the experience. Using the transcendental phenomenology method
also allowed research participants an opportunity to share their perceptions, feelings,
thoughts, and sensual awareness of consciousness regarding their readjustment
experiences and needs as single women returning from combat operations in Iraq and
Afghanistan.
Various disciplines are responsible for providing literature to the body of
knowledge regarding phenomenology as a method. Although phenomenology is popular
in the discipline of nursing and health care, this methodology has deep roots in
philosophic, sociological, and psychological disciplines (Speziale and Carpenter, 2007).
Researchers can trace the use of phenomenology back to the Greek philosophers Plato,
Socrates, and Aristotle. However, Fochtman (2008) wrote, understanding a phenomenon
during this early period remained a struggle because even if observing and recording a
person’s actions, behaviors, and physical changes seemed easy, understanding their
meaning proved more difficult to determine. While there is no systematic process to
conducting a phenomenology inquiry, a review of the relevant literature revealed the goal
of phenomenological research is not to describe a grand theory, or develop a model, but
to describe accurately a person’s lived experience in relation to what is being studied and
considered appropriate in examining the qualities of human experience (Balls, 2009;
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Doody & Doody, 2015). Van Manen (1997) further argued, “The lived experience is the
starting and ending point of phenomenological research” (p. 36). In other words,
phenomenology does not provide solutions to a problem that requires solving; nor is it
used for generalization. As a qualitative research method, phenomenology is used to
discover the meaning of a phenomenon and identify its essence (importance) as
experienced from the first-person perspective.
Understanding the meaning and importance of the individual human experience is
the focus of phenomenology (van Manen, 1997; 2007; 2017a; 2017b), especially when so
little, or an absolute lack of information about the experience is known. When the
meaning of a phenomenon is truly understood it is easier to know how a person lived
through the event in similar terms as they originally experienced it and then, according to
Poliforni and Welch (1999), “describe it as faithfully as possible” (p. 239). Each person’s
experience is unique as no two people can experience something in the same manner, as
obtaining and describing data about the phenomena from several people allows for a
better understanding of the human experience. According to the Walden Research Center
for Quality Research (2017), several useful benefits result from acquiring new
information about a phenomenon (Benefits of Using Phenomenology, Section 2):
1. The context of an experience is best understood when the human dynamic
involved in the phenomenon are addressed by answering the question of
how those with knowledge of the topic of interest perceived the event.
2. When researchers focus directly on the participants’ experiences regarding
their perceptions of a phenomenon this allows for a better overall
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understanding of human perceptions in general.
3. A major benefit of phenomenology is gaining insight into understanding
peoples’ reactions and why they respond the way in which they do towards a
particular event based solely on their perceptions.
4. A retrospective look at past experiences and how people reacted provides a
template for predicting and planning the impact of the change a similar
phenomenon brings in future situations that are also similar in nature.
5. After researchers capture the essence of the participants’ experiences of the
phenomenon, they can then begin to examine how they may be able to transfer
the responses to others with similar backgrounds under similar circumstances.
The fifth benefit of conducting phenomenological research may yield the greatest
opportunity in understanding what the readjustment experiences and needs are for single
women returning from Iraq and Afghanistan.
The foundation of this research relies on the premise that not enough is known, or
understood about the meaning of the readjustment experiences and needs of single
women returning from a combat zone. Therefore, the findings from this study may help
other single women who support future deployments. More importantly, as the once
closed ground combat units and remaining military occupations and specialties become
available to women, especially combat arms, the voices of single women returning from
combat can be a tremendous rich resource of data, not yet fully explored. Identifying
subjective phenomena unique to the domains of reintegration and administrative practices
and procedures for this population is important to the ever-expanding body of knowledge
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regarding the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from
combat.
In conclusion, the growth in the number of women in the military reshaped how
the U.S. military deployed its personnel, whether to engage the enemy or to maintain
peace. As women entered the Armed Forces in record numbers, especially following the
events of 9/11, congressional and military leaders faced many challenges to comply with
antiquated policies that did not allow women in direct ground combat units. Although
perhaps not impossible, the literature supports the notion that it would have been difficult
to achieve success in many of the wars in which the U.S. faced in both the 20th and 21st
centuries without the involvement and participation of women in the military.
Throughout the history of the U.S. military, women served with distinction from the
Revolutionary War to the streets of Baghdad (Iraq) and Kābul (Afghanistan). An
exploration of the literature revealed that service members’ memories of their experience
of being in a combat zone, reintegrating, and readjusting to their former lives before
deployment can be a complex transition.
Conducting this study was the first step in exploring the phenomena of the
readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan. The literature relative to the topic was important because it served as a
foundation on how other researchers such as those at the IoM (2010, 2013) addressed this
population, including lessons learned, gaps in the existing literature, strategies used, and
how data from other sources helped to guide this and future research on this
phenomenon. The absence of empirical studies available on the subject under
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investigation makes the findings of this study essential in possibly influencing policy that
focuses on assisting single women. Constructing policies that optimize education and
coping strategies on readjustment after exposure to combat is an essential component of
military administration.
In addition, communities with established outreach programs with beneficial
connections between single female veterans and organizations that provide needed
resources can result in a positive ripple effect with long-term gains. Through community
outreach programs single women veterans may experience positive support networks that
are responsive and sensitive to their needs. A partnership between single women veterans
and community organizers and agencies that support military veterans may provide
resources to enhance their skills and knowledge for employment opportunities, raise their
awareness about social, vocational, and recreational activities, identify issues of concern
to female veterans in the community, and share ideas on how these issues might be
addressed at the local, state, and federal level.
In support of a smooth transition back to civilian life, perhaps the findings of this
study may promote research on female veterans’ issues that improve their quality of life
as they make the transition back to civilian life once their tour of duty in the military
ends. This study could also serve as a starting point to raise questions that stimulate
further research towards documenting the stories of countless of other single women who
participated in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, which are vital to the readjustment
experiences of this subpopulation of the military following their war time exposure. From
a social change perspective, understanding the meaning of the readjustment experiences
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and needs of single women could be a preamble to planning and addressing future
concerns of sending single women into combat, especially now that they are authorized to
serve in ground combat units.
Summary
Historically, women have participated in every U.S. conflict dating back
to the Revolutionary War, but the literature review uncovered many gaps relevant to
understanding the full readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning
from the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars. Whether married or single, traditionally past studies
focused on the readjustment experiences and needs of men and families. This study
served as a conduit for single women veterans to share their experiences from their
perspective. Its purpose is to gather vital information from single women who deployed
in support of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan regarding their readjustment experiences
and needs and how future single women may benefit from their experiences.
From the start, coverage of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars was widespread and
highlighted the extensive knowledge of the difficulties many veterans faced as they
readjusted to their former lives following deployment. However, based on my research,
insufficient data existed that solely focused on the readjustment experiences and needs of
single women returning from the contingencies in Iraq and Afghanistan. The literature
review provided an opportunity to specifically examine, analyze, and synthesize the
literature relevant to the readjustment experiences and needs of single women who
deployed to Iraq and Afghanistan. Physically and psychologically, deployments are
demanding on both male and female combat veterans (Trego et al., 2010). Although the
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post-deployment concerns of female veterans are no worse than they are for men, the
deployment of women onto an asymmetric battlefield created some unique and very
different effects that remain unaddressed.
Social construction of target populations along with policy design serve as the
theoretical foundations for this study and the perspective used to evaluate the findings.
Various approaches to explore the readjustment experiences and needs of single women
returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan were considered, yet the theory of social
construction and policy design (Schneider & Ingram, 1993, 1997; Ingram, Schneider, &
deLeon, 2007; Schneider, Ingram, & deLeon, 2014) provided the best option for
evaluating the findings of this target population returning from combat. The theory
focuses on the way attitudes towards a target population of a policy can influence the
type of policy generated, or how policy can affect the way policymakers view the target
population (Nowlin, 2011). This point cannot be over-emphasized, especially since the
traditional role of women changed so dramatically during the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars.
Their performance lead policy makers, both military and civilian, to reevaluate and
rescind the 1994 policy that barred women from being assigned to ground combat units
or collocating with these types of units.
Although women had served in every conflict since the Revolutionary War, the
change in women’s roles and their performance in Iraq and Afghanistan set the stage for
breaking down societies long held belief that the military is one of masculinity and
moving towards a more postmodern institution. While it took centuries for the military to
recognize the benefits of fully integrating women in all areas including combat, perhaps
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now the time has come to explore the theory of social construction and its incorporation
of target populations and the power women in the military yield in the development and
implementation of future military policy designs. In Chapter 3 the role of the researcher
is described, the research method, design, and the process for analyzing the data, issues of
trustworthiness, and the summary. Found in Chapter 4 are the results of the pilot study,
the setting in which the data was collected, the data collection and data analysis process,
how the demographics information was used, evidence of trustworthiness, results of the
findings, and the summary. Chapter 5 provided an introduction, interpretation of the
findings, limitations, recommendations for future research opportunities, implications for
social change, and the conclusion.
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Chapter 3: Research Method
Introduction
Much is known and written about men and their sacrifices in defense of the nation
whether in the air, at sea, or on the battlefield both at home and abroad. Although women
were excluded from ground combat roles, they have participated in combat environments
from as early as the American Revolutionary War to the most recent counterinsurgency
campaigns fought in Iraq and Afghanistan (Biesecker, 2002; Sherrow, 2007). The term
combat veteran is associated with the status of being a male for those who have
participated in military combat operations. However, based on my research, in the post
9/11 era honoring women as America’s newest combat veterans is a phenomenon that has
often gone unnoticed. This new phenomenon and the roles women have served in while
supporting the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan has created an opportunity to rethink how the
term combat veteran is viewed as it applies to both genders. As women face new
opportunities to lead men into combat, the social construction of single women as a target
population in future combat operations and the roles they may play, based on new
gender-neutral policies, in the wake of integrating into combat positions once closed to
women is another area worthy of exploring.
Rethinking the perceptions of women in future combat roles becomes more
significant in consideration of the most recent DOD policy changes. Such changes
require the full integration of women, across all branches of the Armed Forces and into
all MOS for enlisted personnel and AOC for officers, provided they meet the same
physical and professional standards as their male counterparts (Secretary of the Army,
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2016). As the U.S. military moves closer to establishing gender-neutral policies designed
to fully integrate women into the Armed Forces and assume combat roles in future wars,
an important conceptual issue under investigation in this study was the readjustment
experiences and needs of single women, never married, and nonparenting retuning from
combat in Iraq and Afghanistan, or their transition home after serving in the military.
The number of peer-reviewed studies examining the impact deployments have
had on those deployed in support of the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan has continued to
grow (Vogt et al., 2018). However, despite this growth, knowledge gaps persist between
female SMs with families who deployed (married or single parents) and single, never
married, and nonparenting female SMs who also deployed. This gap in the knowledge
makes this subpopulation of the military an underserved and understudied population.
According to the IoM (2013), there is little research on issues related to single SMs
causing community leaders to raise concerns that single SMs may have fewer, or less
supportive social networks than those of their married counterparts and those who are
single parents. The IoM researchers further argued that in the absence of strong support
networks and social activities behavioral health issues may surface among this young
single population of SMs returning from deployment (IoM, 2013). In the larger context,
proactively engaging this population following deployment and using the information
obtained may better serve future generations of single SMs returning from combat
operations.
While single female SMs as defined in this study do not have immediate family
members, children, or a spouse to come home to, their needs for an adequate support

88
system and support network are no less important. Following the most recent combat
operations, researchers and advocates must consider the long-term implications of single
women who have shouldered a heavy burden and faced a greater risk than women who
have previously served in the U.S. military. Many veterans who supported the wars in
Iraq and Afghanistan can recall his or her own war in their mind, and each is custodian of
a unique story and memory (Kelly, 2018). The goal of this study is to give single women
a voice. This group is often marginalized, as their stories are not a formal history of war
(IoM, 2013). Yet, their perspectives provide a firsthand account of individual feelings
and personal recollections of their own experiences. This research has the potential to
yield new knowledge to fill the gap regarding the readjustment experiences and needs of
single, never married, and non-parenting women returning from combat.
This chapter includes the research method and design, the appropriateness of the
method and design, the rationale for the study, and the methodology. It also includes a
discussion of the study participants; the pilot study; the sampling, data collection, and
data analysis procedures; the instrumentation; and validity and reliability. The chapter
concludes with a discussion of the ethical considerations of the research and a summary
of the chapter’s main points. Study results will be presented and discussed in Chapter 4.
Research Design and Rational
I used a qualitative phenomenological research method to investigate the
readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from combat in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Qualitative research is time consuming and labor intensive, and the data
collected contain a great deal of detail (Leung, 2015; Trochim, 2006). Yet, the findings
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obtained are not generalizable beyond the sampled participants (Leung, 2015; Trochim,
2006). According to van Manen, (1997; 2017b), the tendency to generalize prevents
researchers from focusing on the uniqueness of the human experience from the rich
descriptive details of the participants’ viewpoint as it relates to all possibilities of the
phenomena. Therefore, using the qualitative phenomenological approach for this study
provides the best opportunity to gain a thorough description of the participants’
experiences of the phenomena from their original firsthand account.
This qualitative transcendental (descriptive) phenomenological study supported
the readjustment experiences of 13 study participants returning from combat in Iraq and
Afghanistan. Lived experiences involve the immediate consciousness of life’s events
prior to reflection and without interpretation and are influenced by those things that are
internal or external to them (Lambert & Donovan, 2016; Penner & McClement, 2008).
Rather than offer an explanation or insight about causes, the phenomenological approach
provides clarification on what a phenomenon means based on each participant’s lived
experience (Polit and Beck, 2007, 2017). Because there is no concern for generalizing the
data collected to the larger population, the experiences of single women returning from
combat in Iraq and Afghanistan may serve as a foundation in which policy makers and
military leaders can build an understanding of what it is like for this subpopulation of the
military returning from combat. The data collected may assist policy makers in
developing policy guidance that closes the gap in understanding the experiences and
needs of single women to ensure the right resources and support systems are available
and adequate to meet their unique needs.
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For this research project, I used Moustakas’ (1994) modified van Kaam method of
data analysis to answer the research question: How do single women returning from
combat perceive that their social construction has changed, as it relates to their
readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or communities as
they transition from the military? Past large-scale readjustment studies following war
time exposure focused on men (Kulka et al.,1988; Schlenger et al., 2015; Yehuda et al.,
2015), while more recent studies following combat exposure from Iraq and Afghanistan
have focused on SMs and their families (IoM, 2013). However, the same IoM study
identified single SMs as an underserved population. Still, no studies have solely focused
on the readjustment experiences and needs of single women exposed to combat returning
from the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars, based on my review of the literature.
Using Moustakas’ (1994) modified van Kaam approach was ideal because it has
systematic steps in the data analysis procedure and guidelines for assembling the textual
and structural descriptions of the research participants’ experiences (Creswell, 2007,
2017; Moustakas, 1994). The data analysis procedures emphasized by Moustakas (1994)
allowed for an exploration of the topic and the population under study because so little
was known about either topic. Considering the paucity of research, based on my review
of the literature, examining this population, and the need to develop a fundamental
understanding of their experiences is essential in benefiting single women who may
deploy in future combat operations. Building an understanding of both the population and
topic under investigation was best achieved by listening and recording each participants’
account of the experience during the interview process.
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Each participates’ interview was recorded to fully capture their experience of the
phenomenon under investigation. van Manen (1997) argued that lived experiences are the
start and end of phenomenological research and according to Polit and Beck (2007, 2017)
phenomenology is an approach to thinking about what the life experiences of people are
like and what they mean. The aim then of using phenomenology in conducting this study
was to transform the research participants lived experiences into a textual expression
reflective of something meaningful that captured the underlying essence of their
experiences.
Appropriateness of the Research Design
As a result of performing the literature, two main phenomenological frameworks
emerged for conducting this study: descriptive and interpretive phenomenology (Chan,
Fung, Chien, 2013; Foster, O’Halloran, Rose, & Worrall, 2016; Lopez & Willis, 2004).
While each provides insight into the participants’ experiences, the paths to achieving this
insight are quite different. Both descriptive and interpretive frameworks require listening
to the participants describe their experiences. When using the interpretive method
researchers rely on their prior knowledge and insights of the inquiry under study to
interpret and uncover meanings with the goal of producing a vivid textual representation
of the phenomenon described by the participants (Kleiman, 2004). In contrast, the
descriptive method does not allow researchers to make interpretations. Through the use
of epoché, (Moustakas, 1994) any prior knowledge of the phenomenon under
investigation was withheld. I took the participants’ experience exactly as described and
analyzed each description to create meaningful statements essential to the construct of the
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phenomenon and produced a written description of it (Penner & McClement, 2008),
which is further explained in Chapter 4.
As stated in Chapter 1, studies regarding the readjustment experiences and needs
of veterans following war zone exposure focused on men returning from deployment,
whether married or single. During 12 years of continuous war in Iraq and Afghanistan,
approximately 280,000 women deployed (Myre, 2013). Many were directly exposed to
combat, yet studies examining the readjustment experiences and needs of single, never
married, and non-parenting U.S. military women remain nonexistent based on my
research. Because of this, the qualitative transcendental phenomenological research
design method was the most appropriate for conducting this study. This method also
allowed for the exploration of the phenomena just as the participants experienced it. The
goal of the phenomenological design is to find the meaning of the experiences of those
who lived it and are able to provide a comprehensive description of it. Moustakas (1994)
emphasized that participants’ description of their experiences forms the basis of a
reflective structural analysis. Therefore, this reflective structural analysis provided an
opportunity to gain the underlying meaning and essence of the participants’ original
descriptions from the firsthand account of their experiences.
Rational for the Study
The ability of military leaders and policy makers to assess and provide the right
resources and adequate support to single women returning from combat is contingent
upon establishing a clear understanding of their experiences and needs. This gap in our
knowledge is problematic and warrants further study for future generations of single
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women who may deploy into combat zones. Given the intricacies of power and gender in
the military, the research question to answer during the interview process was: How do
single women returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed as it
relates to their readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or
communities as they transition from the military? Using interview prompts assisted in
gaining a rich and substantive description of the participants’ experiences. Interview
prompts came from the general topics below and are found in Appendix B, the interview
protocol. Although participants were not asked all of the questions below, several were
asked based on the participants’ initial response(s) to a previous question.
Social Interactions:
•

As a single woman, how would you describe what your social interactions
have been like with others, especially men, since your return from Iraq or
Afghanistan including your thoughts, feelings, and perceptions?

•

What contexts or situations influenced or affected your social interactions?

•

What has your readjustment been like in the sense of your everyday social
activities?

Readjustment Experiences and Needs:
•

Who, if anyone, has influenced or affected your readjustment and describe
what he or she did.

•

What value can be derived from your readjustment experiences that may help
others returning from future combat zones?

•

What do you wish others knew or could understand about your life and
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readjustment goals following deployment?
•

What would you like to say to health care professionals, your family and
friends, military leaders, and policy makers regarding the readjustment
experiences and needs of single women returning from a combat zone?

Life Before and After Deployment Stressors:
•

How would you describe your life prior to deployment?

•

If at all, how do you feel your life is different because of your deployment?

•

What are some of the specific stressors regarding your readjustment?

•

What have you done to address these stressors?

Support System:
•

What was your traditional support system like prior to your deployment?

•

Describe how your support system has changed, if at all, since you returned
from deployment.

•

Since your deployment, how would you describe your relationship with close
friends, immediate and extended family?

•

What resources have you sought? Which of those were the most helpful?
Which were the least helpful?

Additional Information:
•

Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your readjustment
experiences?

Despite the military drawdown in its active duty force end-strength, women
continue to join the military at an unprecedented rate constituting approximately 20% of
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new recruits (Disabled American Veterans, 2014; Henderson, 2015). The integration of
women into combat jobs once off limits to them makes it essential that military leaders
and policy makers realize the critical roles women may continue to play in future combat
operations. The potential to be involved on the frontline signifies a need to understand
and address the readjustment experiences and needs of women who served in the Iraqi
and Afghanistan wars, with a specific focus on the underserved population of single,
never married, and non-parenting female veterans. A meaningful concrete relationship
implicit in the original description of an experience in the context of a particular situation
is the primary target of phenomenological knowledge (Moustakas, 1994). Understanding
the readjustment experiences and needs of America’s newest combat veterans using the
phenomenological design provided an opportunity to understand the phenomenon under
investigation directly from the participants’ point of view.
Role of the Researcher
What inspired me to conduct this research study was my interest in gaining
insight into each participants’ understanding and meaning of the phenomenon of serving
in a combat zone and their readjustment experiences and needs upon their return home.
Therefore, my primary role as a researcher is to describe accurately the participants
experiences in relationship to the topic under investigation, the readjustment experiences
and needs of single women returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Moustakas
(1994) explained that the human scientist determines the underlying structures of an
experience by interpreting the original descriptions given of the situation in which the
experience occurs. The participant is the instrument through which his or her life

96
experiences are lived. Using in-depth interviews, participant data was collected and
organized for further analysis and interpretation. The intent was to capture the
perceptions of single women regarding the research question: How do single women
returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates to their
readjustment experience and needs, compared to males in their unit, or communities as
they transition from the military?
Numerous pitfalls exist in carrying out a qualitative phenomenological study.
Throughout the data collection process, it was important to avoid being bias when asking
interview prompts. According to Walden University Research Center for Quality
Research (2017), researchers can avoid bias in several ways. Avoiding bias requires
following the rules of ethics when collecting, analyzing, and interpreting the data. To
avoid researcher bias I never lead participants towards the perspective I wanted them to
share because of personal knowledge and beliefs of the research topic under
investigation. In the data collection phase, I used what Moustakas (1994) described as
epoché, which required setting aside my personal biases and prejudgments to allow the
participants’ experience of the phenomenon to unfold. Participants were never pressured
to respond to questions they did not want to answer or uncomfortable answering, and
their stories were not shared with other participants in the study.
If phenomenological researchers are to capture the essence and meaning of the
participants’ experiences, they must consider other important roles involved in the data
collection process of a qualitative study. Specifically, as the researcher, I recorded and
transcribed each participants’ interview without purposefully omitting or altering the
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data. I maintained a journal during the interview to record reflections, ideas, and thoughts
about possible connections between the data and the participants observed nonverbal
expressions. To highlight the essence of the participants’ experience, I presented the
results of the findings in the form of a comprehensive narrative related to the outcome of
the phenomenon as experienced by the participants. The narrative focused on the results,
but related back to the original purpose of the research: How do single women returning
from combat perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates to their
readjustment experience and needs, compared to males in their unit, or communities as
they transition from the military?
O’Connor and Gibson (2003) and Akinyoade (2013) emphasized, the narrative
should provide the context for how the process was carried out. Specifically, the narrative
indicated what went right or wrong, the strengths and limitations of the study, what
should be done differently and how it can be improved. In essence, it narrative should
summarize why the research question and the method used to answer it was important,
what the findings were, and the implications of the findings, recommendations, strategies
used during the study, and, if any, areas of future possible research interest that were
identified. I was also mindful of the ethical obligations involved in the use of human
subjects in this research study (Walden University Research Center for Quality Research,
2017), especially regarding the respect of persons by obtaining signed informed consent
forms from each participant. The informed consent contained the purpose and procedures
for carrying out the study, the time commitment required to conduct the interviews and
the follow-up method to ensure credibility, validity, and reliability of the research
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through the process of member checking. It also contained the risk and benefits of the
study, how anonymity and confidentiality of the participants’ name and data would be
safeguarded and protected.
Although there were no known anticipated psychological harm or mental distress
associated with this study, I was prepared to stop the interview should a participant
become upset reliving her experiences. Once the interview was stopped, participants
would be offered emotional support and contact information to speak to a licensed
professional Military and Family Life Counselor if they wanted to pursue a psychosocial
follow-up (Appendix E). Participants were not pressured to respond to questions they did
not want to answer or uncomfortable answering. Participants were informed that the
study was voluntary; therefore, they were free to stop the interview and exit the study at
any time without penalty, or loss, if any, of benefits.
In my final role as researcher, I analyzed and interpreted the descriptions of the
participants’ experience. Each description was coded and categorized into meaningful
statements from which themes were developed that were essential to answering the
research question: How do single women returning from combat perceive that their social
construction has changed, as it relates to their readjustment experience and needs
compared, to males in their unit, or communities as they transition from the military?
Because so little was known about this topic and the participants under study, the
transcendental phenomenological method was used to understand the essential meanings
of the participants’ experience in relationship to the topic under investigation.
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Methodology
Sampling Strategy
Purposive sampling provided the appropriate means to arrive at a description of
the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from combat in
support of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars. For inclusion into the study, the ideal
participant met the criteria as stated in the recruitment flyer and had knowledge of being
a single female who deployed to a combat zone in Iraq or Afghanistan. Participants were
willing and able to share their experiences in the form of interviews in enough detail that
allowed a thorough analysis of the phenomenon under investigation as it related to
answering the research question: How do single women returning from combat perceive
their social construction has changed, as it relates to their readjustment experiences and
needs, compared to the men in their unit, or communities as they transition from the
military?
Ideally, the goal was to interview participants from each branch of the Armed
Forces. Although this was not possible it did not prevent the research study from being
conducted. Each participant was able to speak, read, and, write English, and willing to
sign the informed consent form. Capturing a description of what participants from all
branches of the Armed Forces experienced based on war zone location, mission, and role,
collecting data from women representing all branches of each service may possibly have
offered a variety of best practices that could be shared between the sister services. In
addition, collecting data from multiple sources, known as triangulation, provides breadth
and depth to the study by ensuring a complete and thorough picture of the findings
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(Speziale & Carpenter, 2007). The use of triangulation is further explored in Chapter 4.
The phenomenological process provided an opportunity to gain insight into the
participant’s experiences through data collection and observation. For this study, data
collection and observation occurred using face-to-face interviews. Individual interviews
are useful when the researcher wants to explore in-depth the experiences or views of
individuals (Petty, Thomson, Stew, 2012). The nature of conducting face-to-face
interviews allows for an immediate clarification or expansion of the participant’s
thoughts, and access to nonverbal cues such as gestures and facial expressions (Speziale
& Carpenter, 2007). Recorded, open-ended, semistructured interviews facilitated the
collection of data from each participant. Field notes, accompanied each recorded
interview to note nonverbal responses observed during the data collection process.
Field notes based on observations made during the interview process served to
highlight the environment in which the interview occurred. Another reason for using field
notes was to capture the demeanor of the participant’s experiences conveyed through
facial expressions, blushing, gestures, tears, sounds, silences, or other vocal responses
that became part of the final comprehensive data analysis. The dynamics of the interview
during the analysis process allowed the participants’ descriptions of the experience to
come to life (Kleiman, 2004). Persistent observation of the participant was required
throughout the interview process to enable the identification of those characteristics and
elements that are most relevant to the study to be captured (Simon & Goes, 2013). The
use of field notes allowed me to document contextual information observed about each
participant during the interview process.
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Interviews occurred in an environment free of distractions that provided the
participants as much anonymity and confidentiality as possible, which allowed them to
feel free to share openly their experiences of the topic under investigation. The location
of the interviews took place in a relatively quiet location, the meeting room of a public
library. The location also provided the best opportunity to record the participants’
interview uninterrupted. Those participating in the study were given the opportunity to
describe their experiences fully through words, pictures, journals, and other modes of
expressions suitable to the participant. Interview prompts in the form of questions
initiated the interview process. Asking interview prompts clarified the meaning of
responses and encouraged in-depth rich descriptions of the participant’s experiences of
the phenomenon (Kleiman, 2004; Penner & McClement, 2008; Jacob & Furgerson,
2012). Recording the participants’ interviews allowed the greatest opportunity to
transcribe each interview verbatim and accurately. Once interviews were transcribed the
data analysis process began. The analysis process involved dividing the content into
meaningful statements and categories from which key and essential themes developed
that answered the research question.
Demographic information for this study was collected for the purpose of
screening participants for inclusion into the study. Screening data included, but was not
limited to, the number of years the participant had served in the military, or spent in the
military prior to their transition from military service, branch of service, occupation or
specialty, whether they followed the enlisted or officer career path, length of
deployment(s), number of deployments, age at the time they joined the military, age
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when they deployed and current age. With the aid of a data collection sheet, collecting
the demographic data prior to the initial interview was optimum (Appendix C).
Participant Selection Logic
For this study, a transcendental phenomenological research method was chosen to
examine the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from combat
in Iraq and Afghanistan. Thirteen participants met the research criteria to participate in
the study. Although recruitment was open to participants from all branches of the Armed
Forces, only single female service members from the U.S. Army participated in the study.
They were enlisted and officer personnel who had never been married and non-parenting.
Participants had also deployed in support of the Iraqi or Afghanistan War between 2003 –
2013. They were either still serving on active duty (AD), or had already transitioned from
the military. Seeking volunteers for the study was sought by posting the recruitment flyer
on the website of women veterans’ organizations that provided support to female
veterans. I sent the website points of contact an email seeking permission to use their site
to post recruitment fliers in search of study participants. In addition, I sought permission
to use the sites’ name when the findings were published. The website owner was
provided a copy of the recruitment flyer and the abstract. Other modes of recruitment
included the use of Linked-In and Face Book account.
I did not recruit study participants or begin data collection until I obtained the
Institutional Review Board’s (IRB) approval to conduct the study. Walden University’s
IRB granted approval to allow the study to move forward and assigned the following IRB
number: 12-27-17-0118636, which expired on December 26, 2018. While I waited on
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IRB approval, I conducted online searches of women veterans’ organizations and sought
permission to post recruitment flyers on their websites. This virtual venue was ideal
because single active duty women, those transitioning from the military on a daily basis,
and retired female veterans in search of information and resources to assist them in their
readjustment phase may have accessed any one of the websites and would potentially see
the flyer and volunteer to be in the study. As an alternate plan for recruiting participants, I
explored the use of Facebook and Linked-In accounts. I exhausted all means to identify
the appropriate research participants who met the criteria of the study through a
combination of professional and personal contacts, notifications, and recruitment flyers.
Other essential criteria taken into consideration when locating, screening, and
selecting participants for the study included an emphasis on ensuring each research
participant not only had experienced the phenomenon, but were also intensely interested
in understanding its nature and meaning. Subjects were willing to participate in the
interview process and follow-up session to validate the accuracy and credibility of the
research findings. Participants were also willing to allow the interview to be taperecorded. Finally, they were willing to grant me permission to publish the findings of the
data in a dissertation and other publications as the final fulfillment in meeting the
requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy.
Instrumentation
As discussed earlier in this chapter, when conducting qualitative studies using the
phenomenological research design method, a central role as researcher is to generate and
interpret the data collected from research participants. In this data collection process, I
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served as the primary instrument or medium through which data was collected (Lofland,
Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2006; Speziale & Carpenter, 2007). Data collection
occurred through various means including, but not limited to, face-to-face interviews,
observation, and taking field notes. Much like face-to-face interviews, the value of
observation in this research study was essential. Often, studies like this are predominantly
interview driven while observation data is not used to its full potential (Baškarada, 2013;
Chawla, 2006; Morgan, Pullon, Macdonald, McKinlay, & Gray, 2017; Morgan, Pullon,
& McKinlay, 2015: Morse, 2003; Savage, 2000). The data collection method and
technique were key and essential in identifying and maximizing the collection of relevant
information. Through the use of observational studies, the participants’ daily lived
realities become illuminated, while the empirical dimensions of space and place are
explored (Kitto, Nordquist, Peller, Grant, & Reeves, 2013).
As a researcher, serving as the instrument through which data is collected, I took
fieldnotes. The quality of such notes was contingent upon my personal skills. Fieldnotes
are different from interview and documentary data, where verbatim quotes extracted
directly from sources are often sufficient to provide evidence of the concepts the author
wishes to convey (Phillippi & Lauderdale, 2018). Fieldnotes contain the researcher’s
experience of a particular moment such as the atmosphere of a room, not easily captured
in recordings (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995; Jarzabkowski, Bednarek, & Le, 2014; Xu
& Storr, 2012). Field notes require intense focus on the participants’ verbal and nonverbal cues throughout the data collection process. The interview protocol consisted of
one question: How do single women returning from combat perceive their social

105
construction has changed, as it relates to their readjustment experience and needs,
compared to males in their unit, or communities as they transition from the military?
Several interview prompts supported the collection of data related to the phenomenon
under study (Appendix B), combined with the collection of demographic data for each
participant (Appendix C).
Pilot Study
Prior to conducting the IRB-approved study, I sought IRB approval to initiate
a pilot study to test my research process, procedures, and interview questions. The
purpose for conducting the pilot study was to seek feedback in an effort to eliminate
redundant questions and clarify confusing or awkward questions. In addition, the pilot
study facilitated in determining whether the findings were properly aligned to answer the
research question and the purpose for conducting the study. Therefore, data collected did
not undergo data analysis, or the coding process for final interpretation. The pilot study
involved one participant who met the criteria for being in the study. The participant used
in the pilot study was not involved in the final study. However, the setting and conditions
were replicated to mirror the final study. The interview protocol in Appendix B and the
demographic information in Appendix C was used to gather data for the pilot study.
Informed Consent Form and Confidentiality
An informed consent was provided to each participant volunteering to be in the
study. Interviews began immediately as each participant signed and returned the
consent form. Participation in the research study was voluntary. At no time
during the participant selection process was a participant coerced to volunteer. To gain
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the trust of each participant, the consent form explained the purpose for conducting the
study and the participants’ right to withdraw at any time (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). As
important as it was to obtain the participants’ informed consent, so too was protecting
and maintaining the participants’ confidentiality and anonymity throughout the data
collection process. While there were various ways to achieve this, one way I used to
maintain confidentiality was to provide each participant with a unique identifier, or
pseudonym to assist in keeping their anonymity (Neuman, 2005; Salkind 2006). For this
study, other measures to maintain confidentiality included securing the data in a
controlled environment within a locked file with access limited only to me. In addition,
participant files stored on my personal computer were password protected.
Data Analysis Plan
Textual qualitative data can be extensive and challenging to analyze. However,
through the process of data analysis a search for meaning of what has been collected can
be reduced to meaningful statements that highlights the essence of the phenomena as
experienced by the participants and shared with others (Simon, 2011). In a descriptive
phenomenological study, the participants’ descriptions of the phenomenon are analyzed
and divided into meaningful statements. By gathering the meanings essential to the
construct of the phenomenon under study, I was able to write a description of the
structure regarding the phenomenon of interest as it related to the research question: How
do single women returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed,
as it relates to their readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit,
or communities as they transition from the military?
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Essential to capturing the participants’ experience of the phenomenon was to
ensure that my own personal beliefs and knowledge of the topic under investigation were
set aside. To achieve this, I employed what Moustakas (1994) referred to as epoché. This
required engaged discipline and a systematic effort to set aside, as far as humanly
possible, all preconceived experiences and knowledge about the phenomenon to allow a
clear understanding of the experiences of the participants in the study to emerge
(Bradbury-Jones, Taylor, & Herber, 2014; Dowling, 2004, 2007; Gearing, 2004; Hemme,
Morais, Bowers, & Todd, 2017; Kleiman, 2004; Lingis, 2017; Moustakas, 1994; van
Manen, 2017a; 2017b; Starks, 2007; Wall, Glenn, Mitchinson, & Poole, 2004; Willis,
Sullivan-Bolyai, Knafl, & Cohen, 2016). To achieve perfect epoché is rare, yet
Moustakas emphasized the goal is to reduce the textual (what) and structural (how)
meanings of the experience to a brief description that typifies the experiences of the
participants in the study.
Epoché is important so that the participants’ perceptions of the phenomena remain
intact (Walden University Research Center for Quality Research, 2017). It also provides
an opportunity to document and compare preconceptions to things observed and heard in
the study. For example, the assumption single women returning from Iraq and
Afghanistan have more difficulties readjusting from exposure to combat after deployment
than married women or women with children. Epoché was ongoing and employed
throughout the course of the study (Penner & McClement, 2008). Prior to conducting
interviews, to allow participants to express their experiences without undue influence, I
set aside my own personal experiences as a former single female veteran who had served
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in the military for 20-years. This allowed me to approach each interview with an open
mind, and remain neutral to allow participants to share and express their own experiences
(Appendix A).
Data analysis involve organizing, examining, and dwelling with the data in such a
way that allow patterns to emerge from which categories of themes can be identified and
relationships discovered. Data analysis also provide opportunities to develop
explanations, make interpretations and comparisons, mount critiques, or generate theories
(Hatch, 2002; Creswell, 2007, 2017). Through data analysis, various procedures occur
that ultimately ends when the data analyzed is reduced into themes through the process of
coding or categorizing the data for final presentation in the form of figures, tables, or a
textual written report of the meanings and essences of the experience representing the
group interviewed as a whole (Creswell, 2007, 2017; Moustakas, 1994).
To analyze data, Creswell (2017) used a qualitative data analysis spiral as a visual
model to analyze qualitative data. In comparison, Moustakas (1994) provided a modified
outline of van Kaam’s method of analysis of phenomenological data, which I used for
this study and discussed in Chapter 4. Both Creswell (2007, 2017) and Moustakas’
(1994) modified method of analysis are similar in the sense that they each offer a means
to understand, analyze, interpret, and present the meaning and essence of one’s
experience. Creswell’s (2007, 2017) visual model of qualitative analysis spiral
starts at the bottom with data collected in the form of text (interviews) or images
(photographs, videotapes).
From the bottom, the process moves upward in analytic circles, rather than a fixed
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linear approach, to the exit point where a written narrative is presented with the findings
of the participants’ experiences and context of those experiences. The first loop in the
spiral begins with data management where data is organized into file folders, or computer
files that are converted into text units (words, a sentence, or a story) for analysis. The
qualitative analysis process is continued by reading the transcripts collected during the
interviews several times. Each time the transcript is read the data becomes more familiar
and begins to make sense as it is broken down into smaller parts. Written memos,
consisting of key concepts, short phrases, or ideas, in the margins of the transcribed
interview is helpful in the initial process of exploring the participants’ original recorded
interviews. Memos help capture thoughts, make comparisons and connections between
the participants’ accounts of the phenomenon, and crystallize questions and directions to
pursue in the initial process (Kodish & Gittelsohn, 2011). For similar reasons, the field
notes taken while observing participants during the interview process were used to reflect
on the larger thoughts presented in the data to form initial categories of themes.
Moving upward from the reading and memo-taking phase, capturing the essence
of the phenomenon in the context in which it emerges from the developing themes is
described. From the description of the themes, the researcher interprets or makes sense
of the data. To aid in interpreting, or making sense of the data, the researcher uses a
preliminary coding framework. The data is organized and sorted into codes, or categories
used to identify themes that highlight significant statements grouped into meaningful
units for interpretation. Coding or classifying data is the heart of the qualitative data
analysis process. Data analysis interpretation can take many forms such as hunches,
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insights, intuition, or within a social science construct. Through interpretation, attempts
to make sense of the data takes place. For instance, developing themes for the
information represented by segments of data used to describe the essence of the
participants’ experience of the phenomenon occurs within the context of the setting,
place, or event.
From initial data management to presenting and interpreting the findings, the
spiral analysis highlights the nonlinear, iterative nature of qualitative data analysis
(Creswell, 2007, 2017; Kodish & Gittelsohn, 2011). In addition, it highlights an
organized approach in data analysis that can help ensure credible findings. The final exit
point of the qualitative analysis spiral is accounting for and presenting the findings
resulting from the analysis in the form of written text, or a visual representation using
tables, figures or charts. Either form provides an opportunity to present an interpretation
of the participants’ experience of the phenomenon by developing a textual (what
happened), or structural (how the phenomenon happened) description of the
phenomenon.
Organizing a large amount of raw qualitative data can be an overwhelming task
involving dozens of interview transcripts and field notes translated into the participants’
story line and read by others. An ideal account of the study under investigation contained
a rich and tightly woven encounter of the phenomenon that closely represented the
participants’ reality. Only those who experienced the phenomenon provided a legitimate
account of this reality. Achieving reality depended on having a sufficient number of
participants selected from those who met the inclusion criteria.
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Computer Software Used in the Data Analysis Process
The data collected throughout the process was stored electronically. The use of
NVivo, a qualitative data analysis (QDA) computer assisted software program, assisted
with the analysis and presentation of the large quantity of textual data collected from each
participant. Other benefits of using QDA software is its ability to store, organize, index,
sort and code data, and separate it into smaller manageable segments that can be labeled
(American University, 2016). The use of computer-assisted software made it possible for
this iterative process to continue throughout the data analysis phase, which allowed
themes regarding the phenomenon to emerge. While software programs are useful in the
data analysis process, the researcher is still the most invaluable tool for analysis (Cheng,
2014; Kelle, 1997; Weitzman, 2000; Wiedemann, 2013). Although QDA software is
invaluable in coding, archiving, and retrieving qualitative data in the analysis process,
software cannot read the text, interpret it, and ultimately decide what it means. In short,
the emergent of qualitative data analysis software provides a tool useful in handling,
coding, and grouping vast volumes of data more effectively and efficiently.
Coding Framework
Involved in the nature of qualitative research is the process of coding, the primary
technique used in data analysis. For this qualitative study, the focal point of the coding
framework was based on the theories of social construction of target populations and
policy design related to the readjustment experiences and needs of single women
returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Coding provides a way to determine what
is contained in a segment of text, which can later be grouped into themes (Gläser &
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Laudel, 2013), simply stated, the codes are applied to the text. Employing coding
techniques in qualitative methods assist in organizing and analyzing large amounts of
data collected during qualitative research (Alsalih, 2014; Hahn, 2008). Miles and
Huberman (1994) referred to coding as tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to
the descriptive or inferential information compiled during a study (Gläser & Laudel,
2013).
Coding progresses in a stepwise manner from unsorted data to the development of
more refined explicit concepts and categories (Saldana, 2009, 2015). These concepts and
categories were used later to develop themes essential to the theory and answering the
research question: How do single women returning from combat perceive their social
construction has changed, as it relates to their readjustment experience and needs,
compared to males in their unit, or communities as they transition from the military?
Using data collected during each participants’ interview, the recorded interview was
transcribed into text which was then coded and placed in a preliminary coding
framework, using a table to organize and present the data.
To analyze the data, I used Moustakas’ modified version of van Kaam’s method
of analysis. Initial data analysis using level one coding (Alsalih, 2014; Hahn, 2008;
Saldana, 2009, 2015) is focused on large quantities of qualitative data that can be labeled
to determine distinct concepts, categories, or a single idea. In level one coding, describing
a phenomenon can range from a concise label, a single word to a full sentence, an entire
page of text, or a stream of moving images (Saldana, 2009, 2015). Prior to transitioning
to second level coding, the initial codes are combined to create themes for the core
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phenomenon under investigation.
During second level coding, codes identified in level one are reexamined to
further focus the data (Alsalih, 2014; Hahn, 2008; Saldana, 2009, 2015). In other words,
second level coding provides a more direct approach to looking at the data to ensure all
essential aspects of the text were identified. In this stage of the coding process, portions
of the code may be the same, contain longer passages of text, or reconfigured from the
codes previously established during first level coding (Alsalih, 2014; Hahn, 2008;
Saldana, 2009, 2015). The data is reviewed again to create categories around the core
phenomenon. In second level coding the concepts and categories that emerge are used to
confirm whether they accurately represent the interview responses and explore how they
are related (Biddix, 2009).
In examining the latter element, there were various types of concepts and
categories to consider in identifying the core phenomenon. For instance, actions,
activities, processes, perceptions, differences, casual conditions, situational factors that
caused or influenced the core phenomenon, intervening conditions, the social and
political context, and associated effects or consequences (Biddix, 2009; Creswell, 2007,
2017; Lӧfgren, 2013). In second level coding, as the data was analyzed, the original
number of first cycle codes were collapsed into a smaller number. Often times, the
rationale to collapse the codes is because larger segments of text may possibly be better
suited to just one key code rather than several smaller ones (Lewins & Silver, 2007;
Saldana, 2009, 2015). Through coding I was able to determine the meaning of the data
and from first and second level codes themes were developed.
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Initially, half the interviews were read in conjunction with the theory, the research
question, and interview prompts to record topics that come up frequently. The initial
reading of the data was done with a focus on emerging concepts and categories from
which themes developed, while observing for key topics critical to answering the
research question. Afterwards, I developed a preliminary coding framework with the goal
of capturing more themes. From the initial codes previously developed, the remaining
interviews were read and analyzed. At this point, the intent was to continue refining the
existing list of codes, capture new codes, and take note of those that remained constant
across all interviews. The interview protocol found in Appendix B contains the research
question along with the interview prompts.
The coding process in the phenomenlogical research design uses the analysis of
significant statements from which meaning units are generated and the development of
the essence of the phenomenon under investigation begins to emerge (Moustakas, 1994).
Table 1 depicts the preliminary coding framework associated with the theory and nine
elements of policy design. Also present are the research question and interview prompts
related to the study of the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returing
from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. In short, the general steps in qualitative data
analysis includes: transcribing and reviewing the collected data, organizing and clarifying
it, coding, memoing, finding themes, patterns and relationships, and presenting in final
form a written report which captures the essence of the participants’ experiences.
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Table 1
Preliminary Codeing Framework

Theory

Parent Codes

Child Codes

Interview
Prompts

Social Construction

Reality (SC-R)

Power Distribution

1, 3, 5, 6, 8,
10, 11

Social Theory (ST)

Emotion

1, 2, 3, 4, 5,
6, 8, 9

Target Populations (SC-TP)

Advantaged

1, 2, 4, 8

Policy Design (SC-PD)

Contenders

1, 2, 8

Problem Definition and Goals
Pursued

Dependents

1, 2, 5, 7, 8,
9

Benefits and Burdens to be
Distributed

Deviants

8

Target Populations

Benefits

1, 2, 4, 5, 6,
10

Rules

Burdens

1, 2, 9

Tools

Powerful

1, 2, 4, 5, 6,
9

Implementation Structure

Politically Weak

1, 2

Social Constructions

Negative

1, 7, 8, 9

Rationales

Positive

1, 4, 5, 7, 8,
9

Underlying Assumption

Negative

1, 2, 4, 5, 6,
9

Issues of Trustworthiness
Validity
A general lack of consensus exist regarding what constitutes validity and
reliability in social science research. However, validity and reliability are a means of
demonstrating and communicating the rigor of the qualitative research processes and the
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trustworthiness of research findings (Brinkley, 2016; Hamblya, Khana, McDermottc,
Borb, Haywood, 2017; Roberts, Priest, & Traynor, 2006). Various researchers provided a
variety of perspectives regarding the importance of validity in qualitative research, yet
lacking from these varying perspectives are a universal definition, or term to describe it,
and procedures for establishing validity (Angen 2000; Creswell, 2007, 2017; LeCompte
& Goetz, 1982; Lewis, 2015; Whittemore, Chase, & Mandle, 2001). For example, Angen
(2000) saw validation as a judgment of the trustworthiness or goodness of a piece of
research within the context of interpretive inquiry based on ethical and substantive
validation.
From a naturalist perspective developing trustworthiness to validate qualitative
research involved credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability, and
authenticity (Cope, 2014; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Houghton, Casey, Shaw, Murphy,
2013; Kaivo-oja, 2017). Still, from a postmodern perspective, Whittemore, Chase, and
Mandle (2001) synthesized perspectives of validity included credibility, authenticity,
criticality, and integrity. In the traditional sense, the concepts of validity and reliability
are considered the cornerstones of scientific inquiry. However, more recent researchers
avoided these concepts because they have undergone a number of transformations and
revisions in the era of qualitative inquiry in favor of other expressions (Heikkinen, Jong,
& Vanderlinde, 2016). As a novice researcher, it was difficult to narrow down which of
these varying perspectives was best suited for this particular study.
Because of the different views, terms, and procedures used to establish and obtain
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validity in qualitative research, Kodish and Gittelsohn (2011) emphasized methodological
rigor during data collection can help make analysis easier and findings more credible. In
qualitative research, validity is a way to determine whether the research findings are
accurate and refers to the trustworthiness of the data interpretation (Johnson, 1997;
Korstjens & Moser, 2018; LeCompte & Goetz, 1982; Leonard, Fitzgerald, & Riordan,
2015; Leonard & Roberts, 2014). Research validity ensures the findings provide valuable
information obtained from the appropriate implementation of the research method
(Yüksel & & Yıldırım, 2015). In addition, another aspect of validity involved the
associated internal and external threats.
Internal and external threats when identified early in the process can be
minimized should they arise later. According to Baškarada (2014) and Benkharafa (2013)
internal and external threats can affect the validity and outcome of a study. Internal
validity involves experimental procedures, treatments, or experiences of the participants
that threaten the researchers’ ability to draw a correct inference to the data about the
participants in the study (Creswell, 2009, 2013). Identifying the internal threats to this
study were imperative, one such threat was mortality. For example, for many possible
reasons, a participant may choose to drop out of the study. Therefore, the outcome would
be unknown for that participant and any data collected would be set aside. To counter this
particular threat, in terms of outcome, I recruited a large enough sample to account for
dropouts, or compare those who dropped out with those who continued.
External validity stems from incorrect inferences the researcher draws from the
sample data to other participants, other settings, and past or future situations (Creswell,
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2009, 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In other words, generalizing beyond the group in the
study to others not under study, to settings not studied, or to past or future situations.
Another potential difficulty in achieving validity in qualitative research is researcher bias,
whether from selective collection and recording of data, or from interpretation based on
personal perspectives (Johnson, 1997). Smith and Noble (2014) also warned against
researchers’ bias because it can affect the outcome of the research study. To avoid
researcher bias I suspended my prior experiences, judgments, and beliefs related to the
topic under investigation through the process of epoché (Appendix A). Epoché helps
maintain an accurate account of the study by relying on firsthand accounts of the
phenomenon from the participants. In this phenomenological study, I suspended my
personal experiences and opinions using Moustakas (1994) concept of epoché to ensure
the research remained reliable and valid. In addition to epoché, to check for accuracy of
the findings, various researchers identified at least eight strategies for qualitative data
validation (American University, 2016; Creswell, 2007, 2017; Johnson, 1997; Kodish &
Gittelsohn, 2011; Simon & Goes, 2013).
Strategies used to ensure the accuracy of the findings included a variety of
procedures ranging from: (a) spending prolonged periods in the field with participants to
gain their trust, (b) learning the culture and checking for misinformation from distortions
introduced by the researcher, (c) triangulation, which involves obtaining information
from multiple and different sources for data corroboration, (d) conducting peer reviews to
obtain an external check of the research process, (e) searching for negative cases to
reflect critically on what the researcher brings to the research project such as prior
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experiences and prejudices, (f) member checking to obtain the participants’ views of the
credibility of the findings and interpretations during the data analysis phase, (g) providing
a thick description of the characteristics of a program that can be transferred to other
settings, and (h) an external audit by an outside consultant that examines both the process
and product for accuracy. For this study, two qualitative data validation strategies were
employed, triangulation and member checking. However, the use of member checking in
this sense was used to ensure the participants’ transcribed interviews accurately captured
their words, perceptions, and feelings.
Reliability
My primary goal in determining validity and reliability was the reduction of errors
while maintaining the rigor of the research process throughout the study. Reliability in
qualitative research is the trustworthiness of the procedures and data generated (Stiles,
1993). American University (2016) noted, reliability is an examination of the stability, or
consistency of responses obtained during data collection. To increase the consistency and
reliability of a study, document all procedures, set up a detailed protocol, check
transcripts for obvious mistakes, check for drifts in definitions of codes, or their
application during the coding process (Creswell, 2009, 2013; Yin, 2003). Keeping
detailed notes on decisions made throughout the process adds to the study’s auditability
and, therefore reliability (Brinkley, 2016; Roberts, Priest, & Traynor, 2006).
In qualitative research, reliability can often be misleading if discussed with
reliability as a criterion, the consequence is that the study is no good (Stenbacka, 2001;
Venkatesh, Brown, & Bala, 2013). On the other hand, validity and reliability should
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cause qualitative researchers concern when designing a study, especially since they are
viewed as producing findings that are trustworthy and defensible in analyzing its results,
and judging the quality of the study (Golafshani, 2003; Olson, McAllister, Grinnell,
Walters, & Appunn, 2016). Building on the suggestions of scholars who advanced our
knowledge of research methodologies, the quality of a study in each paradigm should be
judged by its own paradigm's terms (Abdul, H.-B., Raj, G., Chakraborty, S. 2016; Healy
& Perry, 2000). For example, while the terms validity and reliability are essential
criterion for quality in quantitative paradigms, the terms credibility, confirmability,
dependability, and transferability are the essential criteria for qualitative paradigms and
the dependability of the research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Venkatesh, Brown, & Bala,
2013).
Qualitative content analysis is another approach to handling data and ensuring
reliability. More precisely, to describe the data, specific codes are created from the
statements provided in the interview transcripts and new codes are created that can be
confirmed by revisiting previously coded data periodically to check for stability over time
(Roberts, Priest, & Traynor, 2006). Another approach to achieving reliability is the use of
DQA computer assisted software. Data analysis software such as NVivo can enhance
reliability (Hilal & Alabri, 2013) by applying the rules built into the database. While
there are many perspectives on validation, to ensure validity and reliability, and multiple
standards of evaluation, research should not mislead those who use it, but rather be
helpful.
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Ethical Considerations
Upon successful completion of the oral defense and final approval of the proposal
by the Office of Student Research Administration, I submitted the Standard Research
Ethics Review Application to the Walden University Institutional Review Board (IRB)
for Ethical Standards in Research for review and approval to conduct the study. Prior to
IRB approval, I did not contact or recruit participants for the research study. However, I
established a closed and secure Facebook account for the sole purpose of allowing those
who met the criteria of the study to contact me directly. The closed and secure Facebook
account further provided a venue that offered anonymity to the study participants.
In addition, I attended a Women’s Veterans Summit to discuss the research study
and handout business cards. At no time during the Summit did I use this forum as an
opportunity to recruit participants. However, I requested permission from organizations
attending the Summit to use their website to post flyers to recruit participants for the
project and use the name of the website when publishing the results of the study. In
further compliance of ethical considerations, I completed the National Institute of Health
(NIH) training entitled “Protecting Human Research Participants,” and renewed my
certification (#2325815) on 15 February 2017.
Participants who met the research study criteria and volunteered to participate
were asked to sign an informed consent. As stated in the consent form, participants were
informed that the results of the research would be published, but their identity and names
would remain confidential and unknown to outside parties. I granted participants every
opportunity to ask, and have answered, questions about anything they did not fully
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understand prior to participating in the study. Following the initial interview, I validated
the thoroughness of the data transcribed and interpreted for accuracy and credibility by
using a process called member checking. This process required participants to verify
accuracy and thoroughness of their transcribed recorded interview, and solicited their
views on the credibility of the findings and interpretations of the data collected and
analyzed. In an effort to maintain contact with the participant and conduct the follow-up
assessment, I obtained the participants’ name, phone number, and email address.
Prior to initiating each interview, I reminded participants that their participation
was strictly voluntary. The informed consent was reviewed again with each participant to
ensure they fully understand their rights and the process involved in carrying out the
study. Participants were reminded they could withdraw from the study at any time
without penalty or loss, if any, of benefits. Those remaining in the study were informed
they would be notified when the results of the study were published, or discussed in
fulfillment of the requirement for the degree of Doctor of Philosophy. No information
about the participants’ identity is included in the final study that would reveal the
participants’ identity to others. Along with military leaders and policy makers,
participants will receive a copy of the research study findings via email. In general, the
findings will be used to educate and inform military leaders and policy makers of the
readjustment experiences and needs of future generations of single female service
members returning from military combat operations. The sole intent is to ensure adequate
resources are available and coping strategies are identified and provided to allow for a
smoother readjustment to their former lives.
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Throughout the process, every precaution was taken to ensure personal
identifiable information (PII) was protected, coded, and presented as anonymous data.
To maintain each participant’s privacy and confidentiality, I did not use personal
information for any purpose outside of this research project. All research-related records
have an assigned label, or code with an assigned research participant number, but does
not include the participants’ name or social security number. A locked filed cabinet is
used to safeguard the link between the participant number and hardcopy research records,
with access limited only to me. Information stored on my personal computer are in files
that are password protected. I am the only person able to match the research participant
number with personal identifying information and was solely responsible for transcribing
each interview. Data collected from participants will remain on file for a period of 5years, as required by Walden University. Once the filing period has reached its life cycle,
I will destroy all participants’ records. Hardcopy files will be shredded and computer files
deleted.
Summary
Chapter 3 provided a brief introduction and contained information regarding the
research method and appropriateness of the phenomenological research design selected
for the study. It contained the rationale for the study, methodology with a discussion on
the role of the researcher, sampling strategy, locating and selecting participants, and
informed consent and confidentiality. In addition, it captured the overall research design
relevant to the research method. Through the phenomenological interview process,
qualitative research provided an opportunity to obtain a rich description of the
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phenomenon under investigation based on the participants point of view.
Phenomenology as a research design involves a small sample to gather textual
data (Creswell, 2008; Leedy & Ormrod, 2010; Moustakas, 1994). For this study, 13
participants were chosen. Also, included in this chapter is a section on instrumentation,
the plan used to conduct the pilot study, data analysis, the aid of computer-assisted
software, the coding framework, validity and reliability. This chapter concluded with
ethical considerations and a summary of the main points. The results of the methodology
of the study described within this chapter will be further discussed and analyzed in
Chapter 4. Data collection and analysis resulting from the in-depth interviews of single
women returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan are also contained in Chapter 4. A
brief introduction, interpretation of the findings, limitations of the study,
recommendations for future research opportunities, implications for social change, and
the conclusion are discussed in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 4: Results
Introduction
Historically, partly explained by the inequalities of gender, there has been a lack
of parity between women and men whether in the boardroom, on the playing fields, or on
the battlefields, yet women have left an indelible mark in U.S. history in many of these
areas. It is in this vein the American reformer and women’s rights activist, Susan B.
Anthony, stated, “A woman must learn not to depend on the protection of men, but must
be taught to protect herself, and there I take my stand” (Callender, 2013, para 1). As
outlined in Chapters 1 and 3, the purpose of this qualitative study was to explore, discuss,
and understand the readjustment experiences of single women returning from combat in
Iraq and Afghanistan.
For this research project, I used Moustakas’ (1994) modified van Kaam method of
data analysis to answer the research question: How do single women returning from
combat perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates to their readjustment
experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or communities as they transition
from the military? More than 400-hundred sources were included in the summary review
and overall study, yet knowledge gaps persist between female SMs with families who
deployed (married or single parents) and single, never married, and nonparenting female
SMs who also deployed. The paucity of research examining the population under study
and the need to understand their experiences could potentially inform other research
projects and expand the development of veteran programs essential in benefiting future
generations of single women deploying in support of combat operations.
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Purposive sampling aided in selecting participants who met the criteria of the
study. Data collection from 13 participants occurred through in-depth, semistructured
interviews to understand the readjustment experiences of single women returning from
combat in Iraq and Afghanistan and capture the essence of the phenomenon under
investigation. Semistructured interviews involve a few predetermined areas of interest
with possible prompts to help guide the conversation (Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012).
This chapter contains an overview of the major themes that emerged from the findings to
convey each participant’s lived experiences, perceptions, resiliency and courage. I also
explain the data analysis approach used to identify each theme. Other areas of focus
included a description of the research question, the data collection process, data analysis
method, the resulting themes, evidence of trustworthiness, and the findings of the study.
Research Question
I sought to answer one central research question: How do single women returning
from combat perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates to their
readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or communities as
they transition from the military? I used several interview prompts, as researchers have
noted, to assist in guiding the participants’ through the conversation during the interview,
to clarify their responses, and provide a rich and substantive description of their
experiences (Albertson, Moreno, Garrison, Evans, & Ahrens, 2018; Jacob & Furgerson,
2012). Interview prompts in the form of questions were used to initiate the interview
process. In addition, the prompts were taken from various general topics including social
interactions, readjustment experiences and needs, life stressors before and after
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deployment, and support systems before and after deployment. Interview prompts are not
only a set of questions, but also serve as a procedural guide for directing a new
qualitative researcher through the interview process (Jacob & Furgerson, 2012). To gain a
greater understanding of what participants expressed during the interview, follow-up
questions along the lines of the original question, or interview prompt are asked to seek
clarity regarding the participants’ feelings, thoughts, and meanings. In addition, reflective
questions are asked while taking every precaution to avoid asking leading or suggestive
questions.
Pilot Study
On January 14, 2018, I conducted a pilot study as a trial run to guide the
planning and execution of the much larger study under investigation. The focus of the
pilot study included, but was not limited to recruitment strategies, sample availability,
instrumentation, data collection, and data analysis. Pilot studies are a version of the main
study, yet in miniature form to test whether the components of the main study can all
work together (Abbott, 2014; Eldridge et al., 2016). The pilot study was used to
streamline and validate semistructured interviews used to conduct research into the
readjustment experiences of single women returning from combat in Iraq and
Afghanistan. The outcome of the study may provide guidance for others who conduct
qualitative studies on this topic in future research studies.
In performing the pilot study, every effort was taken to replicate all aspects of the
study as much as possible to meet the intent of the main study beginning with the
participant chosen, the setting, and the interview method (Dikko, M., 2016). The same
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criteria were used for the selection of the pilot participant as that used in the main study.
The target participants for this study were single women returning from combat in Iraq
and Afghanistan. Once chosen, the pilot participant was assigned a unique identifier (PP)
and referred to as the pilot participant. When using semistructured interviews as the
primary means of conducting the research study, especially face-to-face interviews, the
setting must be chosen that provides the most comfort to the participant (Jacob &
Furgerson, 2012; Kim, 2011). However, it must also provide as few distractions as
possible and allow the interview to be recorded with ease. Furgerson and Jacob (2012)
also suggested setting aside uninterrupted time that is estimated to be adequate to conduct
the interview. For this reason, participants were interviewed in a library setting in a quiet
environment.
Before the interview began, a mutual connection was established with the
participant to facilitate a calm relaxed environment. It was important to establish trust and
rapport to allow the participant to speak open and honestly. Proper introductions were
made followed by explaining the nature and significance of the study, without disclosing
the actual research question. The pre-interview discussion put the participant at ease and
assured her that confidentiality of her information and identity would be protected and
safeguarded throughout the process. In addition, the participant was informed that all
information obtained would only be used for the purpose of the research. Prior to turning
on the recording device, the participant granted permission to allow the interview to be
recorded. Once the actual interview commenced, the central interview question was
identified and interview prompts were followed sequentially and arranged based on the
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logical connections between them.
Each question was phrased exactly as they appeared in the IRB (Institution
Review Board) application, which was strictly adhered to. Within each interview,
prompts were used to elicit more information to extend the participant’s answer and
allow for a richer substantive response. Using interviews to collect data also meant
conducting a follow-up interview with each participant, which is less time consuming
than the original. The follow-up session occurred via email and allowed participants to
reflect on the original recorded conversation as transcribed verbatim, ﬁlling in missing
data, adding new information, and providing reassurance to the participants their
information was accurately described (Thomas & Magilvy, 2011). The pilot participant
was given 7-days to review her transcribed transcript reply back to me with her feedback.
The pilot participant interviewed provided an opportunity to refine, rephrase, and
clarify the interview prompts. Attention also focused on the time taken to conduct the
interview. Interviews should not exceed 90-minutes so that due consideration is given to
the other commitments of the interviewee who may have to free up time to participate in
the interview (Fraser, Fahlman, Arscott, & Guillot, 2018; Jacob & Furgerson, 2012).
Each interview session averaged about 30 to 90-minutes from start to finish, thus
establishing the instrument (the researcher) satisfied the recommended time frame for an
interview. The selection of an appropriate data collection instrument is essential in
conducting research; however, more important is to ensure the instrument chosen
performs the desired job properly, which is to collect the right data. Jacob and Furgerson
(2012) opined, using the correct instruments were even more paramount in qualitative
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research, where unlike quantitative data, because it is neither exact nor statistical in
nature and requires ensuring instruments capture required concepts.
The pilot study did have a limitation, though reflective of the participants targeted
in the main study, the pilot participant was chosen based on convenience of access and
willingness to participate in the pilot. Morse (2015) suggested the researcher may use a
convenience sample, interviewing everyone who volunteers, or use a quota sample to
interview a certain number of people with particular positions of interest. As patterns and
conjectures emerge, the sampling approach changes from a convenience sample to
theoretical sampling. That is, rather than interviewing those who are available, or who
volunteer, the researcher seeks information from those most likely to know the
information required to verify or to move understanding forward. In addition, as a mini
version of the main study, the pilot study was able to determine whether, as a research
construct, it satisfied the requirements for validity, credibility, and trustworthiness within
the rigor of qualitative research. It is essential to ensure the main study can stand up to
scrutiny; therefore, ultimately the purpose of conducting the pilot study was to determine
whether it adequately obtained data on the topic and population under investigation I set
out to measure.
Demographics
I obtained demographic information on each of the research participants to
determine whether they met the inclusion criteria of the study. Demographic variables
used in selecting participants included career path, rank, grade, MOS, AOC, branch of
service, deployment status, which contingency they supported, if multiple deployments,
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how many? Other demographic variables included the length of their deployment(s) and
age at the time of their first deployment. The final sample was comprised of 13 single
female veterans with a median age of 27½ years. Participants were among both the junior
and senior enlisted and officer ranks of the military. Nine of the 13 participants (69.2%)
deployed to Iraq and four (30.8%) deployed to Afghanistan. Six participants (46.2%)
deployed once (three to Iraq and three to Afghanistan), six (46.2%) deployed twice (five
to Iraq and Afghanistan and one to Afghanistan twice), and one (0.7%) participant
deployed three times (once to Iraq and twice to Afghanistan). Participants served in a
variety of combat support and combat service support occupations and concentrations:
perioperative nurse, medical surge nurse, public health nurse, medical service corps
officer, transportation corps officer, signal corps officer, Iraqi acquisition officer, unit
supply specialist, cryptologist, military intelligence analyst, human intelligence analyst,
and automation logistics specialist. Table 2 highlights additional information on the
military characteristics and qualitative data frequency of the participants.
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Table 2
Participants Military Characteristics and Qualitative Data Frequency
Qualitative Data Frequency (f)
Participant Age Range

N

Percent

18-25
26-35
36-45
46-55

0
7
2
4

0
53.8
15.4
30.8

Median Age
27½ years old

Mode
24 years old

Military Characteristics
Branch of Service
Army

13

100

7
3
2
1

53.8
23.1
15.4
0.7

7
6

53.8
46.2

1
5
2
5

0.7
38.4
15.4
38.4

Military Status
Active Duty
Retired
Honorably Discharged
Reservist

Career Path
Commissioned
Enlisted

Rank
E-1-E-4: (Private–Specialist)
E-5-E-8: (Sergeant–Master Sergeant)
LT-CPT: (Lieutenant–Captain)
MAJ-COL: (Major–Colonel)

Deployment Location
Iraq
9
Afghanistan
4
Five deployed to both locations
Two deployed to the same location twice
One deployed to one location twice and the other location once

69.2
30.8

Number of Deployments
Once
Twice
Three or more times

6
6
1

46.2
46.2
0.7

2
5
5
1

15.4
38.5
38.5
0.7

Length of Deployment
<6-months
6-months-1-yr
1-yr-18-months
>18-months

Total Number of Deployments Among Participants
21
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Data Collection
Initial recruitment of participants occurred via flyers posted on the websites of
organizations that supported the needs of female veterans. For example, Veterans Forever
Soldiers and Project PLASE (People Lacking Ample Shelter and Employment). Other
modes of recruitment included the use of Linked-In and Face Book accounts. Because
contact information for participants was not readily available, a purposive sample was
drawn using “snowball sampling” (Baltar & Brunet, 2012; Iacono, Symonds, & Brown,
2016; Woodley & Lockard, 2016) and calls for voluntary participation. Recruitment
flyers contained my contact information along with instructions for participating in the
study. Those who met the criteria of the study and wanted to participate in the research
project were asked to send me an email with the words “I consent to participate in the
research study” in the subject line.
Once the potential participant’s email was received indicating their consent to be
in the study, they were contacted by phone and the procedures were explained regarding
privacy, how confidentiality would be maintained throughout the process, the data
collection process, how the data is analyzed, used, and stored. To maintain confidentiality
throughout the data collection and data analysis process, each participant was assigned a
unique research participant number. For instance, participant one was assigned P1,
participant number two was referenced as P2, and so on up to the final participant,
number thirteen, who was identified as P13. Before discussing a date and time to conduct
interviews, participants were educated on the purpose of the study, informed consent,
voluntary nature of the study and withdrawal procedures. Because of the potential to
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become upset when recalling experiences associated with serving in a combat zone,
participants were informed of the immediate availability of emotional support and a
resource to pursue a psychosocial follow-up. Participants were provided the contact
information for Military OneSource, a 24/7 resource that provides counseling to those in
need. Participants were not pressured to respond to questions they did not want to answer,
or uncomfortable answering.
Participant recruitment was open to all branches of the Armed Forces, yet
study participants were current or former military service members serving in the active
and Reserve components of the U.S. Army. This group included both junior and senior
officers (53.8%) and enlisted (46.2%) personnel. Participants, present and past military
status, ranged from those on active duty (53.8%), retired (23.1%), honorably discharged
(15.4%), after serving their estimated term of service (ETS), and a Reservist (0.7%). Each
participant who met the criteria of the study was scheduled an interview.
The first two participants who met the sampling criteria agreed to participate in
the study and contacted others they knew who met the research study criteria. This
initiative resulted in 5 others participating in the study. An electronic call for potential
participants were sent out through one of the participant’s Linked-In account of female
veterans. The call included a synopsis highlighting the purpose and significance of the
study, which then resulted in others who met the criteria agreeing to participate in the
study as well. Successive participants were selected throughout the data collection
process until saturation was achieved without discovery of new information (Hancock,
Amankwaa, Revell, & Mueller, 2016; Saunders et al., 2018). These procedures broaden
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the scope, range, and depth of information collected to carry out the study.
Data collection occurred over a 4-month period, which started on February 12,
2018, and ended on June 17, 2018. Public libraries were chosen as the interview setting.
Prior to starting each interview, participants granted permission to have their interview
recorded, which ranged from 30 to 90 minutes. Recorded interviews were later
safeguarded by downloading them from the recording device, the same day they were
recorded, onto my personal computer and then password protected. In addition, they were
backed-up on an external hard drive which was also password protected. Once data
collection via audio recordings were complete the task of transcribing interviews for data
analysis took place over a 6-week period, from June 18, 2018, through July 27, 2018.
Conducting the interviews, transcribing them, and analyzing the text required a
considerable amount of time and effort. Transcriptions took place primarily in the
evenings for approximately 2-3 hours and at least 4-hours on the weekends. Transcription
can take up to ten times the length of the interview. For instance, a 1-hour interview may
take 10-hours for a full transcription (Petty, Thomson, Stew, 2012). Transcribed
interviews resulted in 7 to 16 pages of text, depending on the participant interviewed, and
produced a total of 135 pages of data among the 13 participants.
Data validation occurred through the process of member checking. Participants
were emailed their transcribed recorded interview to validate accuracy, credibility, and
thoroughness. This process was initiated to ensure the participant’s words, perceptions,
feelings and description of their experience was fully captured as expressed during the
interview. Each participant was given 7-days to provide feedback and identify
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discrepancies for correction. In addition, they were informed if they did not respond in
the allotted time, I would assume they were completely satisfied with the transcription.
Ten participants did not respond; however, three participants did request to have
corrections made.
Data Analysis
Data resulting from this qualitative study was analyzed using Moustakas’ (1994)
modified van Kaam method of data analysis to answer the central research question: How
do single women returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed,
as it relates to their readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit,
or communities as they transition from the military? AlYahmady and Alabri (2013)
described qualitative data analysis as pursuing the relationship between categories and
themes of data while seeking to increase the understanding of the phenomenon. The data
analysis process incorporated the use of QDA computer software. NVivo aided in the
analysis process by organizing the large quantity of textual data collected from each
participants’ interview which was later transcribed verbatim. Each transcribed interview
was read several times to become familiar with its content, gain an understanding of what
participants were experiencing and feeling, what their perceptions were, and their tone. A
second reading of the interviews focused on identifying significant paragraphs, phrases,
sentences, and words which were extracted from the initial review of each transcription.
Transcriptions were read a third time to identify new information which was then
compared to previous units of information that could be coded.
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Coding
Coding is an iterative analytical process in which the data is organized, sorted,
and categorized for analysis. Qualitative data analysis software, such as NVivo, was
developed to manage coding procedures and is considered the best in this regard.
According to Rodgers (2018), coding connects the qualitative data collection phase with
the data analysis phase of a study. Saldaña (2015) explained the codes capture the
essential essence of a research story, and when clustered together by a pattern actively
facilitate the development of categories and their connections. Gale, Heath, Cameron,
Rashid, and Redwood (2013) argued that, open coding is used to code anything that
might be relevant from as many different perspectives as possible. Initially, open coding
was used to look for distinct concepts in the data to develop first level categories or
master headings, as well as second, third, and fourth level codes that are associated and
coded to the primary codes. First level coding looks for distinct concepts in the data to
form basic categories or units of analysis. Three rounds of coding were performed for this
study.
Level One Coding
In level one of the coding process, 13 interview transcripts were imported into
NVivo for coding. The first review was a reading through the entire set of interview
responses to develop preliminary coding categories. Open coding was conducted using
line-by-line and sentence analysis. Primary, first level codes were generated based on
research questions and coding the transcripts. Codes were assigned directly from words
that comprised each interview question to ensure consistency in coding and to directly
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align the answers in the transcripts to the appropriate first level code. For example, one
interview question asked participants to describe their initial idea(s) of what they
anticipated deployment to be like. The code or label for this question was anticipation of
deployment. This process yielded seven primary codes based on the interview questions.
These primary, first level categories were considered thematic codes to establish a
“framework of thematic ideas” for the subsequent coding and analysis (Gibbs, 2007). A
similar process continued throughout level two coding.
Level Two Coding
During the second round of coding, transcripts were read again, and open coding
was conducted for a second time. Second level codes were generated from the answers
provided in the text by each participant that were associated and coded to the seven firstlevel primary codes. The coding labels were assigned using NVivo codes or words that
participants stated in the interviews; codes or labels were developed directly from a
word(s), or phrase(s) from the coded passages of text. Data was coded and grouped
according to similarities. For example, one response to the question what value can be
derived from your readjustment experiences that may help other single women returning
from future combat zones was, “if downtime is offered take it to allow yourself time to
readjust.” The NVivo code “take downtime” was assigned to the passage of text.
Level Three Coding
A third review of the coding was carried out to ensure NVivo codes were properly
assigned. Similar codes were collapsed and merged together. At the conclusion of the
coding process, 7 first level, 90 second level, and 45 third level codes were produced,
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with no fourth level codes emerging from the data analysis. A total of 142 codes emerged
from the data. To ensure coded information was sorted and moved under the right theme
and category, a cross comparison of the data analysis continued within and across each
category of themes and the information was moved accordingly. The information was
synthesized producing seven thematic categories listed below that supported the central
research question experienced by the participants, single women returning from combat
in Iraq and Afghanistan. In the results section of this chapter, the seven emergent themes
represented in the list below are further explained with greater specificity supported by
responses from the participants’ experiences in response to the interview prompts.
1. Anticipation of deployment,
2. Perception of deployment in a combat environment,
3. Readjustment and social activities,
4. People who influenced your readjustment,
5. Value derived from readjustment experiences,
6. Life, readjustment experiences and needs post-deployment, and
7. Social interactions post-deployment.
Table 3 depicts the seven emergent themes, the associated assigned definitions, codes,
and the total number of aggregate references provided by the 13 research participants.
As themes emerged from the data analysis, interview prompts were applied to
define each theme because of their close association and alignment. In the codes’ column,
the words or phrases represent each participants’ viewpoint of a particular theme, which
were extracted from the second review of the interview transcription. Saldaña
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Table 3
Emergent Themes, Definition, Codes, and Aggregate References

Themes

Definitions

Anticipation
of deployment

The initial ideas of
how participants
thought deployment
would be

Perceptions
of
Deployment
in a Combat
Environment

The sights, sounds,
conversations, or other
experiences that
contributed to
participants'
perceptions of being
deployed in a combat
environment in Iraq or
Afghanistan

Readjustment
and Social
Activities

People Who
Influenced
Readjustment

Value Derived
from
Readjustment
Experiences

Participants'
readjustment in
relation to their
everyday social
activities
Individuals who
influenced or affected
the participants'
readjustment postdeployment
The value participants
derived from their
readjustment
experiences that may
help other single
women returning from
future combat zones

Codes
Not sure what to expect, influenced by movies, influenced by
other's experiences, influenced by news, influenced by prior
deployment cycles, influenced by training, influenced by books,
influenced by pictures, influenced by ROTC, influenced by prior
deployment, scary dangerous, warm weather, stressful, challenging
Mortar rounds, bombs, improvised explosive devices, (IEDs),
indirect fire (IDF), hot, sandy, dusty, announcements of guests, bad
smelling cologne, constantly armed, experiences shared by others,
few showers, health issues, hearing fireworks, hot drinks,
Iraqi_Afghani food, killed soldiers, living in confined quarters,
minimal amenities, moments of silence, never being alone, quality
of the air after dark, roadways at night, seeing the wire, smell from
tree, soldiers sobbing, sound of aircraft, suicide bombers, view of
the city, walking across gravel, bright lights
Connection to those with similar experiences, continued bond with
military friends, didn't do much_socialized very little, genuine
connections, less tolerant_less passive, little readjustment, looks for
exit signs, more cautious, more social, will not sit on toilet seat,
purchasing_collecting items, reliving battlefield experiences,
restlessness, social activities the same as before deployment,
overwhelming readjustment, struggle connecting with people

Aggregate
References

44

39

24

Assignment manager, person storing belongings, superiors, no one,
counselor, pastor, social service organizations_church, friend,
family

18

Do not redeploy alone, feel proud_joy, find family, find God, find
something you love, grow_stay strong, have integrity, identify a
destressor_set goal, knowing follow-on duty location_work task
upon returning, knowing new duty station prior to redeployment,
things go back to normal, friendship, get help to reconnect to
society, take downtime, ensure support system in place

25

48

24

Life,
Readjustment
Experiences
and Needs
PostDeployment

What participants
would like to say to
health care
professionals, family,
friends, military
leaders, and policy
makers regarding their
readjustment
experiences

Didn't want to talk, know my experience before judging, lonely
process, memories still linger, missed family_friends, need personal
time to reintegrate_readjust, released resentment_refocused goals,
stories must be told, wanted respect_more than a soldier, establish
normal life routine, higher force keeps you sane, provide support,
address women's health needs, provide alternative health treatment
options, talk to soldiers about sexual harassment_assault_sex,
programs that foster bonding, revise reintegration plan_ training
programs_discussion, single women's group, support needed for
officers, time with families post-combat, round table discussion
about needs_include in planning, equal treatment, more inclusive
support programs

Social
Interactions
PostDeployment

Social interactions
with others, especially
men, since their return
including their
thoughts, feelings, and
perceptions

Connected with military friends_similar experiences, didn't want to
be around others, doesn't want to be treated as a female, felt
overlooked, used, little relationships outside of military, resentment,
frustration, cautious of people_potential enemy, focus on
families_men, assume women don't serve, misconceptions, no big
difference, treated well, respected
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(2009, 2015) referred to codes as substantive things (particular behaviors, incidents or
structures), values (those that inform or underpin certain statements such as a belief in
evidence-based medicine, or in-patient choice), emotions (sorrow, frustration, love) and
more impressionistic, or methodological elements (interviewee found something difficult
to explain, interviewee became emotional, interviewer felt uncomfortable). Participant
responses, in the codes’ column of the table, are representative of what Saldaña (2009,
2015) referred to in his explanation of the sorts of things represented as necessary
outcomes of qualitative data analysis in which themes may emerge based on the codes.
The transcripts were perused one more time and the illuminative quotations were
highlighted and coded using the categories that had been identiﬁed earlier in the process.
A number of words, phrases, or sentences were chosen to be used in subsequent writings
in the results section of this chapter. The emergent themes were contemplated again and
where they were found to be connected with one another they were further condensed,
culminating in seven decisive themes, as noted in Table 3. These were: Anticipation of
deployment, perceptions of deployment in a combat environment, readjustment and
social activities, people who influenced your readjustment, value derived from
readjustment experiences, life, readjustment experiences and needs post-deployment, and
social interactions post-deployment.
The transcripts were perused one more time and the illuminative quotations were
highlighted and coded using the categories that had been identiﬁed earlier in the process.
A number of words, phrases, or sentences were chosen to be used in subsequent writings
in the results section of this chapter. The emergent themes were contemplated again and
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where they were found to be connected with one another they were further condensed,
culminating in seven decisive themes, as noted in Table 3. These were: Anticipation of
deployment, perceptions of deployment in a combat environment, readjustment and
social activities, people who influenced your readjustment, value derived from
readjustment experiences, life, readjustment experiences and needs post-deployment, and
social interactions post-deployment.
Evidence of Trustworthiness
Rigor and trustworthiness are essential in research, especially qualitative inquiries
because they are neither exact nor statistical in nature like those of quantitative research
studies. However, the way in which qualitative research is evaluated is a contentious
issue (Hope & Waterman, 2003; Rolfe, 2006; Sandelowski & Barroso, 2002). Different
models address how to build trustworthiness in qualitative research. In seminal work
conducted in the 1980s, Lincoln and Guba (1985) purposed four components relevant to
qualitative research: (a) truth–value (credibility); (b) applicability (transferability); (c)
consistency (dependability); and (d) neutrality (conﬁrmability). The authors further noted
that the value of a research study is strengthened by its trustworthiness and defines the
four components as:
•

Credibility: confidence in the ‘truth’ of the findings.

•

Transferability: the findings have applicability in other contexts.

•

Dependability: the findings are consistent and could be repeated.

•

Confirmability: a degree of neutrality or the extent to which the findings are
shaped by the respondents and not researcher bias, motivation, or interest.
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The same quality criteria remain true today, thirty-three years later. Korstjens & Moser
(2018) maintained that the quality criteria for all qualitative research are credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. For the purpose of this research project,
to provide evidence of trustworthiness, several strategies were employed based on
Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) model of trustworthiness.
Credibility
Establishing credibility is crucial from the participant’s perspective. Polit and
Beck (2014) suggested credibility of the study, or the confidence in the truth of the study
and the findings, is the most important criterion. The accurate and truthful depiction of
the participant’s lived experience was achieved in this study through member checking,
which served as the primary method used to obtain credibility. Member checking is
viewed as a technique for establishing validity (Amankwaa, 2016). An often-stated
purpose for using member checks is the correction of bias or misinterpretations made by
researchers and ensuring accuracy and authenticity in representing participants’
experiences (Fossey, Harvey, McDermott, & Davidson, 2002; Kornbluh 2015). For this
study, member checking was used as a means to allow study participants to verify the
accuracy of their transcriptions. Research guides and texts discussing quality, validity,
and credibility in qualitative research often recommend member checks, which involve
sending respondents their transcript for review, as one of the recommended procedures to
confirm or enhance credibility in qualitative research (Kornbluh 2015; Lo, 2014).
Prior to member checking, participant interviews were recorded and transcribed
verbatim. The transcription was then forwarded to each participant via email and were
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asked to verify the transcript for its accuracy to ensure thoroughness of their words,
perceptions, feelings, and tone. In such instances, member checking is assumed to
enhance reflexivity by making researchers aware of how their own preconceptions or
biases may have influenced their writing of an account (Thomas, 2017). Having
participants confirm the accuracy of their transcript enhanced the credibility of this study.
According to Lincoln and Guba (1985) member checking is the most crucial technique
for establishing credibility. Tuckett (2005) justified member checking by asserting that
participants needed to recognize something of themselves and their world in the
theorizing for any claim to credibility to be made. Once participants’ transcripts were
validated, they were safeguarded by storing them on my personal computer files and
external hard drive. The computer files and hard drive were password protected for
subsequent use in the data analysis process.
Transferability
In this qualitative study the findings are context specific and for that reason does
not aim to generalize the findings beyond the current study. The nature of transferability,
the extent to which findings are useful to person’s in other settings, is different from other
aspects of research in that readers actually determine how applicable the findings are to
their own situations (Polit & Beck, 2014). Connelly (2016) concluded that qualitative
researchers focus on the informants and their story without saying this is everyone’s
story. Ultimately, the responsibility for determining transferability is with those who
might apply the findings to their own setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Sandelowski,
1986). Transferability of the results were enhanced by recruiting research participants
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from multiple grades and ranks among officers and enlisted personnel, participants are
from the active and Reserve components of the U.S. Army.
In addition, some participants are still on active duty, some are retired, and others
honorably discharged. To further achieve transferability and to enhance a deep
understanding of the phenomenon under investigation, purposive sampling was used to
ensure the data provided a range of perspectives (Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012).
Another strategy to achieve transferability included rich substantive responses from
participants based on interview prompts that solicited detailed answers. Researchers
support the study’s transferability with a rich, detailed description of the context,
location, and people studied, and by being transparent about analysis and trustworthiness
(Connelly, 2016). Multiple participant responses were written to describe the phenomena
under investigation as a thick textual description of their experiences which provided the
foundation for the themes derived as a result of the data analysis process.
Dependability
To achieve dependability, I maintained an audit trail to document the activities
that occurred throughout the study. Dependability refers to the stability of the data over
time and over the conditions of the study (Polit & Beck, 2014). The audit contained
reflective thoughts during the research process, the sample population, who to interview,
when to conduct the interview, observations made during the interview, data collection
process, data management, and the research findings (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). Lincoln
and Guba (1985) suggested that audits are a well-known technique to establish
dependability. Keeping an audit trail was used as a means of being transparent in
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describing the research steps taken throughout the research study. The audit trail provides
procedures in enough details to allow other researchers to repeat the study and make
judgements about the research path as well as assess the procedural decisions made
regarding this study.
Confirmability
Triangulation was employed to establish confirmability for this study.
Triangulation refers to the use of multiple methods or data sources in qualitative research
to develop a comprehensive understanding of phenomena (Amankwaa, 2016; Patton,
1999). However, it is important to note according to Ballie (2015) triangulation is not
relevant for all studies. He argued that phenomenological studies are often based only on
interviews to elicit understanding about the lived experiences conducted with a specific
group of participants by a single researcher. By contrast, Carter, Bryant-Lukosius,
DiCenso, Blythe, and Neville (2014) viewed triangulation as a qualitative research
strategy to test validity through the convergence of information from different sources.
Denzin (1978) and Patton (1999) identified four types of triangulation: (a) method
triangulation, (b) investigator triangulation, (c) theory triangulation, and (d) data source
triangulation. There are multiple approaches to the use of triangulation to enhance the
qualitative process.
Data source triangulation involves the collection of data from different types of
people including individuals, groups, families, and communities to gain multiple
perspectives and validation of data. Most qualitative researchers studying human
phenomena collect data through interviews with individuals or groups. As a researcher,
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the selection of the type of interview depends on the purpose of the study and the
resources available (Carter, Bryant-Lukosius, DiCenso, Blythe, & Neville 2014). Fontana
and Frey (2000) described the individual in-depth interview as one of the most powerful
tools for gaining an understanding of human beings and thoroughly exploring the topic of
interest. Such interviews, ranging from the structured and controlled to the unstructured
and fluid, can elicit rich information about personal experiences and perspectives
(Russell, Gregory, Ploeg, DiCenso, & Guyatt, 2005). For this qualitative research study,
data source triangulation was used based on research participants’ individual in-depth
interviews, which served as the data source.
From the raw material obtained from each research participant during the
interview process preliminary codes and emergent codes materialized during the data
analysis process. Saturation of the thematic content enhanced the extent to which the
findings were the product of the inquiry. Korstjens and Moser (2018) explained that data
triangulation secured by using various data sets can emerge throughout the analysis
process to enhance and deepen one’s understanding of the complexity of the lived
experience. The results of this research study came from the rich synthesis of textural and
structural descriptions provided by the participants rather than my own bias, motivation,
or personal interest.
Results
The research question explored in this study is: How do single women returning
from combat perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates to their
readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or communities as
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they transition from the military? Seven themes emerged from the data analysis of
significant statements provided by the 13 participants during the interview process. Each
theme captured the essence of the readjustment experiences of single military women
returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan during the war years from 2003 – 2013.
Phenomenological research involves in-depth interviews to allow the essence of the
phenomenon to be fully explored. The participants responses to the interview prompts for
this study infer meaning to the central research question from the verbatim accounts of
their readjustment experiences.
The data analysis resulted in seven emergent themes that address the central
question in offering an understanding of the phenomenon under investigation. The
following themes emerged from the data analysis: (a) anticipation of deployment, (b)
perceptions of deployment in a combat environment, (c) readjustment and social
activities, (d) people who influenced readjustment, (e) value derived from readjustment
experiences, (f) life, readjustment experiences and needs post-deployment, and (g) social
interactions post-deployment. Because the participant’s interviews were transcribed
verbatim, there are no grammatical edits to their responses for accuracy. In addition, to
ensure confidentiality and privacy, participant names were replaced with a unique
identifier from P1 (Participant 1) through P13 (Participant 13).
Theme 1: Anticipation of Deployment
If not but for the sheer nature of their chosen profession, combat veterans faced
life and death situations in Iraq and Afghanistan that are vastly different than those
typically encountered in the civilian workforce. A veteran is an individual who has served
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in the military but is currently discharged, and a combat veteran is a veteran who has
served on active duty in a theater of combat operations (Department of Veterans Affairs,
2015). Combat theaters are known to be unpredictable with chaos erupting at any
moment leading to serious injury or death. These consequences are particularly true when
service members are unprepared.
Nash (2006) outlined stressors that are not as immediately apparent, especially for
those who have never served in a war zone, and include extreme and fluctuating weather
and element conditions, dehydration and hunger, sleep deprivation, various sensory
irritants, receiving uncertain and ambiguous information, changing rules of engagement
and roles, relational conflicts, financial obligations to take care of, and intense negative
emotional experiences. The theme on the anticipation of deployment focus on the predeployment period and what participants anticipated deployment would be like. While
their responses varied slightly, all participants appeared to be anxious and received little
information on how to prepare for deployment. Many participants had similar views to
those expressed by Nash (2006) and when asked about the anticipation of being
deployed.
P1 remarked:
Scary, dangerous, living in huts, sleepless nights, long work hours, and stressful.
These thoughts were evoked as a result of a combination of watching too much
news and old films to see how war was depicted and the stories of others as they
shared them over the years of how the area had evolved over there from what it
was like in the beginning. I then took that information and created my own
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images in my head as to what it might be like over there.
P7 stated, “I assumed it was going to be horrible. I didn’t have any good experiences as
far as me getting prepared for the deployment, the preparation was not good”
(p. 3, para 1).
Another participant shared her experience as follows:
Before the very first one nobody had any idea of what to expect, nobody in my
unit had deployed at that point. It was during the very initial stages of the invasion
so there were a lot of unknowns. We had no idea what to expect, my mindset
obviously was there was fear and uncertainty and things like that, this was in 03.
We would hear about people dying in convoys and the actual war part of it right
before we got there so we didn’t know what to expect from that either, a lot of
uncertainty. It’s hard to describe what you expected because everything was just
strange, there was no precedence. (P12)
P11 recalled:
I honestly really didn’t know what to expect from the deployment because the
only thing that we kept getting was that people were getting killed, the bombs and
everything was coming in. Just thinking back, all I can say, in my mind I had a lot
of fear because of the unknown and there was nobody that I could actually go to
and ask about it because nobody knew anything about it.
Given these individual responses each are examples that express the complexity of
reactions to the news and anticipation of deploying to a war zone.

151
Theme 2: Perceptions of Deployment in a Combat Zone
Theme two pertains to the period in which participants were in the deployment
area of operation, Iraq and Afghanistan, under a combat exclusion policy, which
specifically barred them from serving in direct combat positions. However, the policy did
not keep pace with what was actually happening on the ground nor did it protect women
from exposure to combat situations, especially in the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars with no
clear front lines. Women who deployed in support of the wars served in a variety of
support positions that involved going outside the wire and working side-by-side with
their male counterparts. They also came under direct fire inside and outside the wire.
Many of their roles put them at risk for exposure to combat experiences. A
distinction between combat and non-combat roles has little meaning when there are no
clear front lines. Deployment in support of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars involved
exposure to a range of potentially stressful or traumatic experiences. Stressors specific to
being in a war zone included difficulties related to being separated from loved ones, and
interpersonal stressors associated with living and working in close proximity with other
troops. Consequently, though women did not serve in direct combat positions, other
researchers noted that approximately three quarters of women deployed to Iraq had
been exposed to one or more combat stressor (Dutra et al., 2011). Especially in the early
days of the wars, what follows are excerpts from several participants who experienced
stressors similar to those found by Dutra et al. (2011). Many recalled the images, sounds,
and smells they experienced in the combat zone.
The only thing I remember that makes me still stop today is the sound of aircraft,
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because I knew when they landed, they were bringing in patients. It was always
safe to say, “they were never coming to say hello. They were always coming to
bring someone or take someone away.” The sound of the aircraft meant I was
about to go to work, so the only sounds that bothered me or made me nervous was
the sound of aircraft. Although I never lost a Soldier on my watch, it became very
real for me that we were in a combat zone when I saw grown men in the hallway
just sobbing over losing somebody because that wasn’t something that I had ever
really seen before. I’m not just talking one or two, I’m talking about an entire unit
sobbing. (P3)
P6 noted:
When you’re outside on convoys there’s very little around and we traveled mostly
at night. When we did travel at night and saw people this was kind of a warning
sign that something bad was about to happen, so we had to be vigilant.
Another junior Soldier recalled her experience and explained it as follows:
Everything was how I seen it, but it was definitely a warzone. Everything you did
had to be…soon as you got off the helicopter it was like…boom, boom, boom no
lollygagging, no waiting for the next stop. Go, go, go, it’s blazing, blaring
hot…sand, no trees, no food…it’s a desert, it’s a warzone. It was still very
obvious within the first 3 days they had already started bombing us…it was just
one specific time I can recall…I just sat and counted... there were 13 bombs
dropped and fragmented, 2 people had purple hearts…I seen suicide bombers,
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little boys just walk up and they’re gone...it was very much so unreal...like you
cannot imagine that a place like this really exists. (P9)
Another participant stated:
We didn’t have to burn human waste or anything like that…that was nice. We had
port-a-pottys and stuff was all contracted and there was smells from that in the
heat all the time but not like some situations I heard about early on in other
deployments. (P10)
P12 recalled:
The dirt, dirt everywhere and always being dirty. I spent lots of time in places
where you didn’t get regular showers. You got showers every few days or once a
week or something like that, so always being dirty. Never being alone, always
surrounded by people that was always tough for me. I wouldn’t say I’m a loner,
but constantly being around people is definitely draining for me. Also, the smell
of really overpowering bad smelling rose watered cologne that the local nationals
would wear most of the time, which was very gross. There’s another thing, that’s
hard to describe, it’s taken me a couple of times over the years to get used to, if
I’m in a very hot environment. There’s a particular quality of the air after dark,
after 8 o’clock when the sun goes down and it’s still like 90 degrees out it has a
certain smell and feel to it that is very reminiscent to that time and place that’s
very hard to describe.
P13 reported:
In Iraq we were under a missile attack quite often in the compound, on one
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occasion, unfortunately one hit the gym my unit was working out in at the time,
and although no one was killed there were several injuries.
Among all participants combat exposure was extremely common while deployed in
support of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars. Such exposure involved a wide range of
stressful or traumatic experiences specific to being in a war zone and those associated
with living and working in close proximity with other troops.
Theme 3: Readjustment and Social Activities
For some, immediately after deployment, readjusting or transforming to life after
combat can be difficult and affects various aspects of a Service Member’s (SMs) life,
including the physical, emotional, cognitive, social, and spiritual parts of the veteran’s
life. Initially, many SMs may find it difficult to understand the hurdles they face during
the readjustment phase when they return from combat. They often question why they
function as they do, or prefer to alienate themselves from others within their communities
as they transition back to civilian life, and seem reluctant to reintegrate back into their
units once they return home. It is important to note however, not all SMs have trouble
readjusting to life after serving in a combat zone. What follows are the responses of
several participants who described how their readjustment and social activities changed
since their exposure in a combat zone.
I had to really learn how to defend myself not only against the enemy on the
other side, but those among me you know. I am aware of being guarded about
letting people deal with me, or talk to me, or handle me in such a way that brings
on the type of stress, I felt down range. I’m more aware of the stressors and the
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triggers, so I can avoid them. (P1)
P2 describe how her experience manifested after she was reassigned to a new location:
When I PCS’d (permanent change of station) to my next duty station after
deploying there was slamming of the doors and that is when I immediately
discovered that I may have some issues I need to work out and I may not be
completely over the things I experienced on the battlefield yet. In the war zone
when you hear incoming rounds during the night or anytime really, you
immediately began to duck for cover, but then I would get pissed off because I
would look around and realize I was safe inside my apartment and not in the
combat zone.
P4 described the difficulties she had readjusting and connecting with others:
At times, it’s a struggle connecting with people and one thing I definitely know
that I do more of now is look for escape routes. When I go out with people, if it
doesn’t seem as though I can exit easily then I am not going. At restaurants I need
to ensure I can see the exit, or I can see the activity that’s going on. I really don’t
know why because I am a true punk for life. I guess I just need to see what’s
coming at me. I’m also cautious of people and want to know what their motives
are in wanting to connect with me. I really don’t know where that paranoia or
anxiety comes from, or why it comes into play. It does keep me from doing some
of the things I use to do. I am not as Army strong as people might think. I too can
have reintegration issues and need support, not just a little nurturing or a hug. It is
important to have our stories told as well. I have sleepless nights and for now I’m
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trying to create a life and story for myself that helps me navigate through life until
I’m ready to deal with my demons. My demons aren’t just war related, they
extend for the 20-years I was in the military, so the 9-months of my deployment is
just a very small percentage of where my issues stem from.
P6 appeared to have no issues readjusting on a personal level:
Generally, I would say we got back to work pretty quickly and we dealt with the
issue that our whole unit hadn’t deployed. We had these close relationships with
the people who had deployed and then we had this other group who hadn’t
deployed and how we were going to try and join together as a team. On the
personal side, I actually feel like I readjusted fairly well. Some people talked
about having experiences of PTSD, or something like that. I didn’t have any
immediate memories of anything like that.
P7 stated how she paid more attention to her surroundings:
I wouldn’t say I’m on edge, but I am a little more cautious not due to PTSD, but
given the experiences and given what I saw on both deployments. Each time I
returned a little more cautious and very aware of my surroundings.
Another young enlisted veteran reported:
As far as just interacting with I guess anyone outside the group, those few people
I was with was rough for me because I just knew for myself that you’re not going
to understand. I just wanted to kinda stick close to the few people that were there
that did understand. And even like till this day there’s some things I’ve not said to
my best friend. Things that she doesn’t even know and she’ll say why are you
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acting like that, or so as far as my friends, I just wanted to just feel that I was
around people, or with somebody that knew. (P9)
Another enlisted veteran spoke about her inability to readjustment for more than a year
stating:
My everyday social activities are not very social for the most part, what I mean by
that is that I still do a lot of things by myself. I go to the movies, visit restaurants,
or whatever by myself, or just with a couple of very close friends who have had
similar experiences. As far as kind of social readjustment over time I didn’t even
begin to readjust to not being deployed until probably a year or more after my
third deployment. Even though I was technically home there was never any time
to feel like you’ve adjusted back to real life, it’s surreal. Even now, there are pop
culture references for a five-year period that I still don’t understand, I’m like
what’s going on? It was more difficult at first that you’d come back and all of
your friends from before are making jokes or references to this thing or that thing
that happened in the news or media and you have no idea what they’re talking
about, so you feel like an outsider all the way around and tend to feel like an
outsider for a very long time. (P12)
A senior signal corps officer indicated that her readjustment and social activities
remained unchanged:
My social activities are the same after deployment as they were before my
deployment. I do most of my social activities through the church, my sorority, and
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through Eastern Star. When I came back from deployment, I continued with those
activities and did the things that I would normally do. (P13)
Theme 4: People Who Influenced Your Readjustment
Whether in a positive or negative manner, research participants discussed how the
people in their lives were instrumental in their reintegration and readjustment following
their transition from a high-stress and pressure-filled environment to one of less stress
and pressure. Theme 4 highlighted who within the participant’s circle of influence was
instrumental in their reintegration and readjustment experiences and needs. According to
Wands (2013), few studies have sought to explore veterans’ subjective experiences of
reintegration. Among the 13 participants interviewed most stated either a family member
or another combat veteran was most significant as a strong influence in providing
support. One participant, a senior grade field officer who served downrange as a critical
care operating room nurse indicated that she was self-reliant and really did not need the
aid of others.
Another Nurse stated:
The real stressor for me was the person I left my stuff with because it seemed as
though she lost her mind and started having some real psychological challenges.
In retrospect, her issues could have very well been associated with her
deployment, she had deployed early on during the wars and her issues may have
been underneath the surface and manifested many years later. Therefore, between
my assignment manager and the person storing my belongings they influenced my
readjustment, but in a negative way. (P2)

159
A Medical Service Corps Officer stated:
My biggest influence was my dad. He was a retired old crusty NCO (NonCommissioned Officer) that’s been around the world a couple of times. Just
having that touch point to talk to and let me know that I wasn’t crazy was really
comforting, so having that ability to call him and dialogue with him really helped
me know that it was okay to take my time to readjust. (P5)
A young enlisted Soldier found that a strong relational tie from a veteran peer to be
helpful and explained:
My roommate, she was my roommate during the entire deployment and we had to
deal with being mortared together. When we returned from deployment, she made
it easier because she adapts very well. Her attitude was, we’re home now time to
enjoy ourselves and have some fun. There was no let’s reminisce on the past, not
that we didn’t care about what happened, you just didn’t want to keep reliving the
situation either. (P7)
Theme 5: Value Derived from Readjustment Experiences
How single service members, especially women, readjust to their normal lives and
the value derived from that experience following deployment is unique and slightly
different for each as noted by their individual responses.
As one enlisted Soldier stated:
I believe there are support systems out there, and just be mindful and understand
that when you get off that plane, from the whole psychological perspective, the
single person is looking around the room and there is no one there to receive
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them. For those who do not have families or close friends that’s waiting for them
just ensure there is someone there to provide support, or someplace they can go to
receive support whether it be counseling, or activities to get them going just some
of the little things that could be important. Things leaders or those with families
might not think about, or that someone might not think is necessary. They make a
big difference in the readjustment process when you come home. (P1)
One mid-level officer spoke about the lack of support for single Soldiers as compared to
those who were married, or have children and reported:
So, much of the readjustment and reintegration process is focused on families and
married people and that’s important, I’m not saying that is not important.
However, I don’t think we do justice by our single Soldiers and especially by our
single women Soldiers. The stereotype is that men get to come back as the war
hero and everybody respects them and wants to hear their stories, but when the
women come back it’s almost as though society is afraid of them. You hear things
like, “oh, you’re too tough, or you’re not part of the normal women crowd
anymore.” I don’t think we have good tools or techniques in place to assist these
females, our women warriors, get reconnected to society. Some women find ways
around it, some have the church, others have great extended families or deep roots
in whatever communities they came from that will help. However, there are a lot
of people who don’t. If they are an individual deployer they are going back to a
location where people didn’t have the same shared experience, so they are
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completely alone, nor have we given them any tools to help them reintegrate other
than to say, “Hey, go talk to behavioral health, or the chaplain.” (P5)
A senior officer stated:
I would probably say seek some type of counseling, I think it will help, especially
when you don’t have someone to actually talk to or people you can trust to talk to.
I think my experience is different in that realm because being an officer the higher
up you get the more isolated you are and people expect you to be okay as if you
never have a problem and we all know that’s not true, but it’s perceived as
officers don’t have those issues and we should be taking care of those who are
junior to us. In fact, we also have issues to. I would have someone to talk to on a
weekly ongoing basis, have some type of outlet. (P11)
Another senior officer noted:
Find something that you love and don’t let go of it. I love my community service,
so find that thing, it could be family, or whatever. Family was not that accessible
to me, but whatever it is that gives you that joy don’t let go of that even while
you’re deployed because that’s what’s going to help you come back home and
readjust quickly. Married people have spouses or kids and that’s their whole
drive, I want to get back home to my child. As a single person, find something
that you want to get back home to and then make that your driving force. (P13)
Theme 6: Life, Readjustment Experiences and Needs Post-Deployment:
As a single Service Member (SM), many of the participants found coming home
to be more difficult than expected. Several felt out of place and disconnected from the
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unit they were assigned to and had even deployed with. They described this as resulting
from tension between how married SMs and those with children were welcomed home
after deployment.
One senior enlisted SM noted:
For policymakers, I think honestly there’s always room for improvement. A lot of
things are always family oriented and people look at the nucleus of a family as a
husband, wife, and kids while they neglect there are a lot of single Service
Members, yet everything is always presented towards families. They always have
welcome home or welcome back family events instead of welcome home troops
and making it all inclusive, so single soldiers won’t feel like we won’t be
accepted there or will just show up and still be by ourselves, then we just tend to
say, well if I’m going to be by myself, I might as well just stay at home. I think
just the verbiage alone is so important to making someone feel like they are a part
of the same team, just by changing the verbiage sometimes can be helpful in
making someone feel inclusive and supported. (P1)
A senior officer replied:
I believe we need the same things married people or single parents need. We need
to be able to return and have an opportunity to spend time with our families e.g.,
parents, siblings, etc. Essentially become re-acclimated to the world we left
behind too when we deployed. Just because a SM is single does not mean they
should be treated less than or unequal to their counterparts who are married, or
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those who are single parents. It felt as though single soldiers were being punished
for simply being single, but those who were married were rewarded. (P2)
Another senior officer stated:
Given the readjustment time and notification to deployment, don’t assume that
just because someone is single, they have less needs and concerns than married
service members, or those who are single parents. Single women have needs too.
We often tend to gear our family readiness activities towards the whole family
concept. I recall a time when they had an event involving family day activities
and they wanted us to bring our families. The single folks were like, “we don’t
want to come and just stand there and look at everyone else with their family,” but
we had to go anyway to those type of activities that the unit sponsored. I am not
so sure who I would provide that information to, but it would probably go to the
unit Commander. I don’t really think a specific policy has to be written, yet unit
Commanders should be made aware of the impact such events have on single
SMs and are we meeting the needs of everyone in the unit. As a single person, my
needs are certainly different than those who are married with children and those
who are single with children. (P3)
A retired senior enlisted leader looked back on her experience and responded:
Learn from the post war studies and information provided during the postdeployment briefings. We need to establish more support organizations and
groups. During the reintegration phase, consider there’s a population in the
reintegration phase that’s not being addressed. Who do they talk to? What
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systems do you have in place? Can we deal with these serious issues? I would
think they might have round table discussions for single females to figure out
what it is we need. For me, I think it was different because I’m older, so my age
played a factor into my reintegration as well. My needs as a single female are
completely different than those of the 20 or 30-year-old, which is the average age,
and the mindset is usually different. I just wanted someone to talk to, I wanted to
have an adult conversation. I need leadership to understand when I say I need to
take care of something, I am a family of one. (P4)
A junior enlisted SM noted the difference in how men were allowed to describe their
mental health status while women were vastly ignored. She stated:
I feel like men coming back are able to have PTSD, they’re able to be shaken or
suicidal, or sad, they’re able to do that but if a woman says she feels anything,
they don’t even do anything. Why? You didn’t even leave the compound, so it’s
hard to communicate to other people or say how you’re feeling because you
didn’t do anything. But if a man comes…yea I just feel like it’s really getting to
me, then everybody is running to your aid. So, when I say yea, I’m really feeling
like that ...ah you just feeling emotional, you didn’t do nothing; you’re just being
emotional. So that was also hard too because even if I want to say something you
gonna shoot me down; you don’t believe me. If you do want to say something,
you’re just being a cry baby; you’re being emotional. (P9)
The above excerpts are just examples of how participants felt as single SMs returning
from deployment. However, most acknowledged that even for their male counterparts, as
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a single SM, all redeployment efforts focused on the family unit comprised of those who
were married and those with kids.
Theme 7: Social Interactions Post-Deployment:
During their interviews, participants spent a great deal of time talking about their
social interactions with their male counterparts during and after their deployment. It is not
uncommon for combat veterans to approach social situations differently from how they
did in the past prior to their deployment. In addition, some might feel uncomfortable in
previously enjoyable interactions.
P4 stated:
I’m also cautious of people and want to know what their motives are in wanting to
connect with me. I really don’t know where that paranoia or anxiety comes from,
or why it comes into play. It does keep me from doing some of the things I use to
do. I use to enjoy big open festivals and fairs. Now, I am a little more
selective in doing those types of things. I think I’m really trying to figure out
where my place is, especially now that I’m retired.
It is not unusual for veterans to constantly survey their surroundings, as this is an
essential part of their basic training. However, combat veterans are known to be hyper
vigilant in performing this function. For example, in many social situations particularly
those involving large crowds of people and public venues, they conduct threat
assessments that take note of key exit points, sit facing the entrance of an establishment,
and conduct ongoing mental safety threats.
A sergeant described resentment towards her unit and explained:
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I was in a unit that had very few women, so when I returned from my first
deployment as a single woman, I felt some resentment towards the unit and some
of the people because I felt like I wasn’t taken care of. Even though I was old
enough to take care of myself still no one looked out for me. I was put into
positions that weren’t the best for a woman, especially a single woman. During
my first deployment, I was put into a platoon where there were only two females,
which included myself, just me and a Lieutenant. At first, it was very confusing
for me because I didn’t really understand how things were supposed to go, and I
would think this isn’t right. We would go on convoy missions, which were long
and tedious. When we were done with our missions and got to the Forward
Operating Base (FOB) where we were supposed to setup shop and sleep, we
would get there and the males would have a place to sleep and I wouldn’t. I would
try to find me a place to sleep or a spot for females and I would have to hook-up
with different females on the FOB, and I would just have to figure it out on my
own because they were more concerned about themselves and what they needed.
It was never about what I and the other female, or what we as a team needed.
That’s what I experienced during my first deployment and it was very frustrating.
It was also frustrating being a single person because you are judged for being a
single woman down range. Down range you are definitely judged by the men,
they assume that just because you are single that you are available and they don’t
necessarily respect you as much because you are not married. You don’t get a
chance to focus on your craft as much because you constantly have people
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assuming you’re available, they assume you might be talking to someone, they
assume you are willing to entertain someone, so you are not looked at as their
equal, which is pretty unfortunately. (P7)
The most junior of all the participants in age and rank stated:
So, definitely once I returned, I almost felt kind of empty, kinda used. Used
because you just don’t’ get the same respect. You can stand next to your male
friend and say yea we both did this and they are gonna turn to you and say “Oh
really, what happened; I was there too.” So, it’s kinda like I felt overlooked,
empty just used. Ok, well thank you for being out here for being a body…now
you’re back to doing your normal duties…back to your normal life. Especially
with my MOS (military occupational specialty) …they take it as you don’t really
do much when in reality, we do a heck of a lot. So, it’s like you…you can be with
a male in your same MOS and it makes us feel like as if they somehow
contributed more than you did. So, it was kinda bad realizing what you’ve done
and it takes a lot of self-motivation and be proud of myself than you get credit for.
(P9)
A senior field grade officer who had recently retired described her social interaction
experience and noted:
When I came back, I didn’t want to be around other people very much. I might
spend a little bit of time, but then I just wanted my time to myself. As for guys, I
don’t know if it played a part in me not wanting to date or just hang out. I think I
had time while I was deployed to reflect on who I am, what I want, and life is
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short or at least the deployment made it feel that your life can be taken at any
point and time, so you don’t want to put up with BS. Those were some of the
things that brought things into perspective, but it just took a while for me to
actually want to be around other people and that was mainly based off living
conditions. This was every day for a year and starts to play upon you and
contributed a lot to my isolation whenever I got back. (P11) Once they returned
home, the characteristics expressed by the participants in this study, as well as
their awareness of their threat assessments, cause them to feel profoundly
detached in social settings. Some felt isolated and withdrawn and frequently
attempted to regulate their anxiety to avoid potential loss of behavioral and
emotional control. This isolation can create further difficulties for veterans in their
relationships, as family members cannot understand their desire to isolate and
report feeling distanced from them (Sherman, Zanotti, & Jones, 2005).
Summary
Chapter 4 began with a brief introduction and contained a description of the
research question, the data collection process, data analysis method, the resulting themes,
evidence of trustworthiness, and the results of the study with responses from the research
participants. The participant sample was comprised of 13 single female veterans who
served in a variety of combat support and combat service support occupations and
concentrations. For this research project, Moustakas’ (1994) modified van Kaam method
of data analysis was used to answer the research question: How do single women
returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates to their
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readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or communities as
they transition from the military? Interview prompts in the form of questions initiated the
interview process. In addition, reflective questions were asked, while taking every
precaution to avoid asking leading or suggestive questions. A pilot study was conducted
as a trial run to guide the planning and execution of the much larger study under
investigation. Participant recruitment was open to all branches of the Armed Forces, yet
study participants were current or former military service members serving in the active
and Reserve components of the U.S. Army.
Data collection occurred over a 4-month period, which started on February 12,
2018, and ended on June 17, 2018. Qualitative data analysis was used to determine the
relationship between categories and themes of data while seeking to increase the
understanding of the phenomenon. The data analysis process incorporated the use of
QDA computer software, NVivo, to aide in the analysis process by organizing the large
quantity of textual data collected from each participants’ interview which was then later
transcribed. Data validation occurred through the process of member checking to validate
accuracy, credibility, and thoroughness. After member checking was complete, the
transcriptions were then read several times to identify new information which was
compared to previous units of information that could then be coded. Three rounds of
coding were performed for this study
Approximately 142 codes emerged from the data, the information was then
synthesized resulting in 7 emergent thematic categories. These emergent themes resulting
from the data analysis addressed the central question of the phenomenon under
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investigation. Each theme supported the central research question experienced by the 13
study participants, single women returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Evidence of trustworthiness was established using Lincoln and Guba (1985) four
components relevant to qualitative research: (a) truth–value (credibility); (b) applicability
(transferability); (c) consistency (dependability); and (d) neutrality (conﬁrmability). A
brief introduction, interpretation of the findings, limitations of the study,
recommendations for future research opportunities, and implications for social change,
and the conclusion are discussed in Chapter 5.
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Introduction
This research project drew on oral histories and extensive interviews, the 1994
military policy on the exclusion of women in combat (Under Secretary of Defense for
Personnel and Readiness, 2012), military publications and journals, civilian newspapers
and magazines, and literature of women veterans. My particular focus was on the
readjustment experiences and needs of single women who deployed in support of the
Iraqi and Afghanistan wars, who until recently have remained relatively absent from the
scholarship surrounding them (IoM, 2010, 2013). The purpose of this qualitative
phenomenological study was to explore the central research question: How do single
women returning from combat perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates
to their readjustment experiences and needs, compared to males in their unit, or
communities as they transition from the military? The phenomenon under study
specifically targeted single women to add to researchers’ understanding of the factors that
may affect these women’s readjustment and well-being following future deployments.
The data for this study was obtained by interviewing 13 single women who deployed to
the combat zone in support of the Iraqi and Afghanistan wars.
Interpretation of Findings
The key findings of this study included seven major themes:
1. Anticipation of Deployment,
2. Perceptions of Deployment in a Combat Environment,
3. Readjustment and Social Activities,
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4. People Who Influenced Readjustment,
5. Value Derived from Readjustment Experiences,
6. Life, Readjustment Experiences and Needs Postdeployment, and
7. Social Interactions Post-Deployment.
The findings based on the emergent themes offer a clear and concise message to military
leaders, policy makers, health care providers, and others that irrespective of gender the
return to normal can often be difficult to manage after time spent in a combat zone. Based
on the analysis of the data from the participant interviews, the full integration of women
into the military requires a culture change that military leaders and policy makers must be
prepared to meet. With single women in particular, to bolster the combat veterans’
relational experience while simultaneously diminishing their sense of isolation, identify
and enhance existing social support networks on the particular realities of reintegration,
deployment, and readjustment experiences and needs postdeployment. Qualitative
research that continues to describe the experiences of single female combat veterans and
fill the scholarly gap in all aspects of the combat deployment cycle involving this target
population of unrecognized combatants enables military leaders, policy makers, and
health care providers to learn and understand their unique individual and collective
realities (Fargo et al., 2012; Disabled American Veterans, 2014). Listening to the voices
of this expanding military cohort may provide an opportunity to design and implement
services and programs to improve the quality of their reintegration, readjustment
experiences and needs, their transition back to civilian life, and ultimately their quality of
life.
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Limitations of the Study
This study had several limitations. The small sample size was limited to a
purposive sample of 13 single women who had never married and were nonparenting. As
a phenomenological study, the findings are not generalizable to all female veterans.
Phenomenology does not provide solutions to a problem that requires solving; nor is it
used for generalization (Leung, 2015; Trochim, 2006). As a qualitative research method,
phenomenology is used to discover the meaning of a phenomenon and identify its
essence (importance) as experienced from the first-person perspective.
Furthermore, all participants of this study were either in the active or Reserve
component of the Army, yet recruitment was open to all women of the Armed Forces
provided they met the inclusion criteria. Another limitation relates to the nature of the
self-reflective interviews, which had the potential for recall bias and response distortion.
It is possible that women in this study may have overestimated or underestimated the
factors associated with their reintegration, readjustment experiences, and social
interactions; reintegration can often raise more or different issues as veterans reintegrate
into society.
Despite these limitations, this study contained rich details about the first-hand
experiences of a small sample of single female combat veterans who deployed in support
of the Iraqi (2003–2010) and Afghanistan (2001–2013) wars. In addition, from the
findings a contextual understanding of the participants’ experiences emerged and
revealed ways to better serve this fast-growing veteran population. At times, women who
participated in this study spoke of situations in which they had to shoulder a signiﬁcant
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burden as members of the military, yet they conveyed they performed with courage,
dignity, and resilience.
Recommendations
Although the presence of women in the U.S. military and in combat operations
has increased, there is a lack of literature regarding the readjustment experiences of
single, never married, and nonparenting women returning from combat in Iraq and
Afghanistan, based on my review of the literature. The findings from the current study,
suggest several areas for future research. This study highlighted the challenges single
female combat veterans encountered during pre-deployment, the deployment period,
reintegration, and their readjustment experiences in support of the Iraqi and Afghanistan
wars. Therefore, this military subpopulation, single female veterans, may benefit from a
longitudinal research. Conducting longitudinal studies on each phase of the deployment
cycle tailored to this population could possibly identify direct and indirect effects of the
combat experiences of single, never married, and nonparenting women. This research
should include single women from all branches of the military because their missions and
the settings in which they perform their duties are vastly different.
Another opportunity for further research is during the deployment period itself,
which should address the social processes of the deployment using a representative
sample of the study population and developing metrics to track changes and establish
links between combat experiences and outcomes. Third, leaders are responsible for
establishing the climate of their units and influencing their well-being, especially in
combat through unit morale, teamwork, communication, safety, and trust (Ulmer, 2018).
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It is important not to underestimate the impact a commanding officer’s attitude can have
on his or her subordinates. It is therefore essential to conduct research to identify and
measure effective and positive leadership traits and behavior based on the responses from
the target population under study as they are the experts on their experiences and needs.
The information gained in the process should be used to educate and inform unit
members in an effort to improve team building and unit cohesion particularly in combat
units newly opened to women.
Fourth, develop a questionnaire designed to survey a representative sample of the
study population with the goal of capturing their combat experiences and the appropriate
support programs and services that meets their reintegration preferences and the
transition home after their tour of military service ends. Fifth, hold panel discussions and
listen to the expertise of single female veterans who have deployed. Allowing this panel
of experts to share their experiences and educate military leaders, policy makers, health
care providers, and others from the first-person perspective is essential to creating
pathways for enhanced supportive services that meet their individual unique needs.
Hearing the stories of their first-hand experiences, in their own words, should provide the
most sustaining and effective service delivery. Finally, solicit feedback from junior single
enlisted women in particular about how to address the challenges they face and
implement some of their recommended solutions, as this segment of the target population
often fill because of their lower ranking status they are the least to be listened to and
recognized for their input on the topic of their combat experiences.
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Implications for Social Change
The Army reflects a larger culture of our society and among this culture are
single, never married, and non-parenting women with the drive and ability to be
successful in ground combat arms formations. While women in combat may respond
differently to their wartime experiences in comparison to their male counterparts, their
responses do not make them liabilities. Many of the women interviewed for this study not
only felt their experiences in the combat zone were no different than the male Soldiers
they served with during the deployment, but they also faced the same harsh conditions as
their male colleagues. To help shape the next generation of single female combatants, as
their evolving roles in our national defense continues to rise, participants in this study
were adamant that their readjustment experiences are framed within the context of how
they were able to re-acclimate to their normal lives, which primarily consisted of strong
relational ties to other veterans who had shared similar experiences. Therefore,
establishing peer-to-peer support programs for veterans and combat veterans would
benefit this cohort as they reintegrate back into their units, assist with readjustment
challenges related to deployment in a combat zone, transition from military service, and
potentially prevent isolation while developing appropriate coping skills to manage their
new normal lives.
Conclusions
When the military conflict in Iraq came to an end (2010) and the last of the troops
were withdrawn from Afghanistan (2013) a prime opportunity presented itself to learn
about the readjustment experiences of single women returning from the combat zones of
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both contingencies. According to Myre (2013), approximately 280,000 women were
deployed in support of both wars. The death toll among women during these campaigns
totaled 166 and another 1,033 women were wounded (Defense Manpower Data Center,
2017; Kamarck, 2016), reshaping the social construction of society’s view of women in
today’s military. Although the Combat Exclusion Policy was well in affect during the
wars, the Army circumvented official military policy to put women into ground combat
situations. For many, the experience may have been overwhelming, as the aftermath of
war is difficult on many levels and the single women interviewed for this study bore a
tremendous burden. Nonetheless, both culturally and institutionally, they demonstrated to
the American public and military leaders alike that women are an undeniable asset the
military cannot do without, even in combat operations.
This study was used to examine the central question: How do single women
returning from a combat zone perceive their social construction has changed, as it relates
to their readjustment experience and needs, compared to the men in their unit, or
communities as they transition from the military? Several interview prompts were asked
to gain a rich substantive response to answer the research question and understand the
essence of the phenomenon under investigation. Participants did not see themselves
deploying as females, they saw themselves as a Soldier deploying. They felt there was a
huge misconception that purported the idea that when women deployed into the combat
zone with their male counterparts, they really did not experience things the same way
men did, this generally came from men who had not deployed. These types of responses
definitely had an impact on the participants’ social interactions.
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During this study data regarding single, never married, and nonparenting women
returning from a combat environment was generated and the findings may be used to
contribute to the developing body of knowledge as it relates to their readjustment
experiences and needs. A study of the experiences of this subpopulation returning from
the combat zones of Iraq and Afghanistan is especially timely now that all military
specialties and concentrations once closed to women are open for recruitment. The
combat operating environment has changed, which is characterized by the inclusion of
women into combat units. The mission of the Armed Forces is ever evolving and
changing and with this comes new challenges and opportunities. Senior military leaders
should understand and develop the most effective ways to use this new resource of
manpower and plan the path forward assiduously.
Every military leader and policy-maker is a manager of time, resources, and
people. Effective leadership demands the maximum use of each of these elements.
Fanning, Milley, and Dailey (2015) stated, “Our Army exits to fight and win the Nation’s
wars. An incremental and phased approach by leaders and Soldiers who understand and
enforce gender-neutral standards will ensure successful integration of women across the
breadth and depth of our formations. We are honored to serve with all of you who have
taken an oath to support and defend our Constitution and demonstrate the values which
make our Nation great” (Full Integration of Women in the Army, para. 3). The goal of
conducting this study was to provide leaders an opportunity to understand the
readjustment experiences and needs of the single female combat veteran from their firsthand account to maximize the potential of the female Soldier. Army Strong!
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Appendix A: Phenomenological Reduction
“The superiority of the male is indeed overwhelming: Perseus, Hercules, David,
Achilles, Lancelot, the French warriors Du Geslin and Bayard, Napoleon – so many men
for one Joan of Arc.”
(de Beauvoir, 1949)
My interest in studying single women following their deployment developed from
my own experiences as a single woman growing up in the military. I joined the Army in
1978, at the age of 18, and remained on active duty until I retired 20-years later in 1998.
My career began as a member of the Women Army Corps (WAC), established in 1943. I
am honored to have been the very last cycle of women who would be called a WAC. As I
begin basic training, several significant events stood out. For instance, WACs received a
U.S. insignia worn on the right lapel and the Pallas of Athene, the WAC insignia, worn
on the left lapel. The Pallas of Athene indicated the wearer was branch immaterial
personnel who were not assigned to a particular branch of the Army (medical, engineer,
quartermaster, etc.). This was normal during that era, especially in basic training. The
moment those two small insignias were issued, especially the Pallas of Athene, I knew I
would spend the next 20-years in the military because I felt a sense of belonging. More
importantly, I would be part of something larger than myself.
The Pallas of Athene represented a Roman and Greek Goddess associated with an
impressive variety of womanly virtues. She was the goddess of handicrafts, wise in
industries of peace and arts of war, also the goddess of storms and battle, who led through
victory to peace and prosperity to symbolize the work and purpose of the WAC
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(Women’s Army Corps Veterans’ Association, 2015). At the onset of my enlistment and
throughout my career, women were prohibited from serving in ground combat units, yet
ironically the military issued WACs an insignia that associated them with being a
warrior. When I joined the military, I developed strong bonds with fellow service
members (SMs), particularly with other single women with whom I often went on
support or peacekeeping missions with. Generally, depending on the skill sets needed for
the mission, only a small number of women were assigned to these missions. Because of
our small number we were certainly at a disadvantage.
In retrospect, perhaps because our numbers were always small this made it easier
for men to forget women also supported combat and peacekeeping missions. At times,
this type of behavior was annoying because the women who were on these missions
worked just as hard as the men and were just as efficient at whatever task assigned. After
all, to ensure success, we received the same level of training and preparation as our male
counterparts. In retrospect, it was through these strong bonds with other single women
that we looked out for and supported one another in reaching and achieving our
maximum potential. No matter the issue, these were women you could always count on
whether it was motivation to pass the 7-event Army Physical Fitness Test (it is only 3events now), encouragement to complete a long endurance run, or a 12-mile road march
in under 4-hours, assistance preparing for the promotion board, or soldier and noncommissioned officer of the year board, give aid and comfort as needed, or simply a
shoulder to lean on or cry on if necessary. We were just as committed to our professional
and personal growth and development as the men were.
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I truly believe it was my upbringing that prepared me for the rigors of military
life, especially growing up with five older brothers, three of whom were drafted during
the Vietnam era. In addition, I firmly believe my mother was a Drill Sergeant in a former
life. In fact, as I reflect back, my basic training leadership did not come close to matching
the level of good order and discipline my mother commanded and demanded. In 1978, at
the age of 18, my decision to join the military provided me a foundation that allowed me
to acquire the training and knowledge that would later lead to a fulfilling career in the
military for the next 20-years. Today, I still have deep ties connecting me to the military,
its culture and way of life. Currently, at the time of this writing, I am employed by the
Department of the Army as the Executive Officer of the U.S. Army Medical Department
Activity located on Fort George G. Meade, Maryland. It is on this premise that I continue
to have an even deeper interest in the well-being of single female SMs, especially those
returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.
I was on active duty during the First Gulf War, but never deployed. Although I
volunteered multiple times, my branch manager denied the request on each occasion.
Prior to the start of the war, I was stationed in Korea and could not understand why the
branch manager would not simply assign me to a unit already on the ground in Iraq. To
me this seemed perfectly logical, especially since I only had 2-months remaining in
Korea and did not have a return assignment at the time. I wanted to deploy because
several friends and two of my sisters, Terry and Andrea, were deploying. As the eldest
sibling, I felt I should have been downrange with them. Nevertheless, after the fifth time
requesting to deploy, my branch manager finally informed me that in support of the war
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efforts my skills were better utilized getting others ready for deployment. Although I was
not happy with the decision, I accepted my fate, saluted the flag, and accepted my next
assignment, which sent me to Fort Sam Houston, Texas.
As a former Drill Sergeant, during the early stages of war preparation I served as
a small arms weapons instructor for military personnel serving in the Reserve component,
assisting them with weapons qualification. Subsequently, once this task was completed,
my follow-on assignment as a service school instructor for Preventive Medicine (PM)
Technicians who would later deploy. During the First Gulf War, before VTCs (video and
teleconferences), smart phones, skype, text messaging, and email, I like many of my
peers, kept up with the tempo of the war through the media. Whenever I could, I
connected via telephone with my sisters, which was not too often. Terry was in the Army,
assigned to Fort Bragg, NC as a supply sergeant, married with children. Andrea was in
the Navy assigned to Norfolk Naval Base, VA as an operations specialist, single,
unmarried, and no children at the time. Although I worried about them both during their
deployment, I must admit I worried about Terry the most and made every effort to
contact her as often as I could.
In retrospect, I worried about her more because she had a family with two very
young children at home, a 4-year old and a newborn. I thought about the lost her
immediate family, especially her children, would experience should anything were to
happen to her. Looking back, I stayed in contact with her more because it was easier to
contact someone downrange in the Army than a Navy SM. This was especially true,
because I too was in the Army with access to various modes of communication
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equipment used by the Signal Command to contact deployed Army personnel. It seemed
as though I did not want to get off the phone with her each time we spoke. Although I
knew she had a very robust family support system from both sides of the marriage and as
the supply sergeant she had the means to get whatever she needed, yet I wanted to ensure
she was safe and worried about her constantly.
Communicating with Andrea, who was in the Navy, was more problematic and
sporadic, as it most often occurred via snail mail. When we did communicate via phone,
she had to make the connection because her deployment experience primarily kept her on
a ship. Because she was on a ship in the ocean, I assumed she was safe until it registered
in my head a SCUD missile could be launched at the ship. With the possibility of missiles
containing biological and chemical warheads, I begin worrying about Andrea even more.
For instance, her state of mind, well-being, and whether she knew that her family thought
about her constantly and was concerned for her safety in as much as we were concerned
about Terry, whose unit was on the ground in Iraq. Although Andrea did not have
children or a spouse, I now know that her experience of being in a hostile combat
environment was no less traumatic for her than it was for my sister Terry.
My concern for both of my sisters was not just because they were my sisters, but
also because we shared a unique profession, we were defenders of the nation, Soldiers,
and Sailors who happen to be women, married, and single. Based on my discovery from
the literature review, unwittingly I can clearly see now that I too like many, demonstrated
by my actions, thought married SMs and SMs with children should perhaps garner more
attention and concern regarding their well-being and readjustment following deployment
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than single SMs warrant. I cannot state with any degree of certainty or evidence why this
appears to be the norm. Although the First Gulf War was brief, lasting only six weeks and
four days, 13 January – 28 February 1991, it put a lot of publicity on what women in the
military were doing. This would be the first time in history thousands of women
deployed, approximately 41,000 (Bellafaire, 2016, “1990s Deployments,” para. 1; Holm,
1992). Among the women deployed 58% were single and 75% without children (Carney,
et al., 2003). Although a significant percentage of women deployed were single without
children, many in my unit still referred to the First Gulf War as the mommy war because
many women were married, or single with children and had to leave their spouses, or
children behind. Granted, fathers have been leaving their children and spouses behind for
centuries to go off to war and defend the nation’s interest. However, this was the firsttime thousands of women deployed at one time.
On the other hand, what we learned from the First Gulf War is that the dynamics
are different when it involves women having to leave spouses and children to go off to
war. Following the war, the streets of major cities held parades with SMs marching in
formation and held as heroes. I like most SMs was drawn into the celebrations not only
because the war was so brief, but most importantly the loss of life was minimum. This
was definitely cause to celebrate especially since the war did not involve the use of
biological and chemical warfare as we were originally led to believe. After the war was
over my sisters returned home to their normal duties and lives, yet the return to normal
can often be difficult to manage after a combat mission. Shortly after my siblings
returned home, I had a chance to meet with them and listened while they shared their
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experiences of being deployed in a combat zone. What stood out the most is the
reintegration and readjustment phase of their shared experiences of returning home and to
their units. After the First Gulf War, the reintegration and readjustment phase for single
women in particular was even more difficult, because outside of street parades in which
entire units were recognized, women received no recognition for their combatant status.
Just as in previous wars, supporting the deployment efforts to Iraq and
Afghanistan in the face of shrinking resources, the Army relied more on women as an
undeniable asset the military cannot do without, even in combat operations. Once again, I
turned my interest to the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning
from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan. Equally important, capturing and sharing their
experiences might prove instrumental in supporting other single women deploying in
support of combat operations. As I considered what this subpopulation of the military
might face in future conflicts, I discovered I must hear directly from those who served in
combat if I am to understand fully the true meaning and essence of this phenomenon. It is
with this insight and professional experience that I interviewed 13 participants who met
the criteria for this study and whose experience supported answering the research
question. In an effort to understand the single female SM point of view of the experience,
the meaning and essence of their stories, themes, memories, tone, thoughts, things
observed during the interview, and reflections will be used to uncover the true essence of
the readjustment experiences and needs of single women returning from combat in Iraq
and Afghanistan.
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol Project: The Readjustment Experiences of Single Women Returning
from Combat in Iraq and Afghanistan
Time of Interview:
Date:
Place:
Interviewer:
Interviewee:
Rank and Position of the Interviewee:
Description of the Project:
After deployment, the period of reintegration and reunion with family and friends can be
a time of joy, celebration, and relief. At the same time, however, it can be difficult and
challenging. I am seeking to understand the readjustment experiences and needs of single
women returning from combat. However, it is imperative to note the post-deployment
concerns of female veterans are no worse than they are for men, though they may differ
on particular issues such as their roles and responsibilities while serving in a combat
zone. Still, single women exposed to various war stressors may potentially be left without
adequate resources, coping skills, and social support systems to readjust to their former
lives. In addition, as combat positions once closed to women open, the findings of this
study may identify practical measures to support the personal well-being of thousands of
single female veterans facing future combat operations. This area of research may also
offer single women returning from deployment coping strategies to sustain healthy social
networks and relationships and encourage them to seek help, as needed, in the
readjustment phase while still serving on active duty, or within their communities well
after their transition from the military.
Research Question:
How do single women returning from combat perceive their social construction has
change, as it relates to their readjustment experience and needs, compared to males in
their unit, or communities as they transition from the military?
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Interview Questions:
1. As a single woman, how would you fully describe what your social interactions
have been like with others, especially men, since your return from Iraq or
Afghanistan, including your thoughts, feelings, and perceptions?
2. What has your readjustment been like in the sense of your everyday social
activities?
3. Who, if anyone, has influenced or affected your readjustment? Describe what he
or she did.
4. What value can be derived from your readjustment experiences that may help
other single women returning from future combat zones?
5. What do you wish others knew or could understand about your life and
readjustment goals following deployment?
6. What would you like to say to health care professionals, your family and friends,
military leaders, and policy makers regarding the readjustment experiences and
needs of single women returning from combat?
7. What was your traditional support system like prior to your deployment?
8. Describe how your support system has changed, if at all, since you returned from
deployment.
9. Since your deployment, how would you describe your relationship with close
friends, immediate and extended family?
10. What resources have you sought out? Which of those were helpful? Which were
the least helpful?
11. Is there anything else you would like to tell me about your readjustment
experience?
Thank you for participating in the study. Your confidentiality and anonymity will be
protected and maintained throughout the data collection process. Measures to maintain
confidentiality will include, but are not limited to, securing the data in a controlled
environment within a locked file cabinet and password protected computer files with
access limited to me, Ms. Joanie Rainey. In addition, a follow-on review will be
necessary via email to ensure accuracy in the transcription of your interview, credibility,
and interpretation of the findings resulting from the data analysis.
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Appendix C: Demographics and Other Pertinent Information

1. Career path:
a. Commissioned
b. Enlisted
2. Rank/Grade:
a. Private – Specialist (E-1 – E-4)
b. Sergeant – Staff Sergeant (E-5 – E-6)
c. Sergeant First Class – Command Sergeants Major (E-7 – E-9)
d. 2nd Lieutenant – Captain (O-1 – O-3)
e. Major – Colonel (O-4 – O-6)
f. General Officer (O-7 – Higher)
g. Warrant Officer (W-1 – W-5)
3. Please Specify What Your MOS (Military Occupational Specialty), or AOC (Area

of Concentration) is (e.g., 68S – Preventive Medicine Specialist, or 67E –
Pharmacy):
4. What branch of service are you in?
a. Army
b. Air Force
c. Navy
d. Marine Corps
e. Coast Guard
5. Current length of military service:
a. 1-5-years
b. 5-10-years
c. 11-15-years
d. 16-20-years
e. 21-or more years
6. Did you deploy?
a. Yes
b. No
7. Where did you deploy?
a. Iraq
b. Afghanistan
c. Both
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8. Have you been on multiple deployments?
a. Yes
b. No
9. How many times did you deploy?
a. 1-2
b. 3-4
c. 5-6
10. Length of military service at the time of deployment:
a. 6 months-1-year
b. 1-5-years
c. 6-10-years
d. 11-15-years
e. 16-20-years
f. 21-or more years
11. What was the length of each deployment?
a. less than 6 months
b. 6 months - 1-year
c. 1-year – 18-months
d. If longer than 18-months, how long? ___________
12. How old were you when you first deployed? ________
13. Currently, how old are you?
a. 18 - 25
b. 26 - 35
c. 36 - 45
d. 46 - 55
e. > 55
14. Before your deployment, describe your initial idea(s) of what you anticipated
deployment to be like.
15. What type(s) of activities, not related to your specific MOS or AOC, were you
engaged in while deployed?
16. What sights, sounds, conversations, or other experiences contributed to your
perceptions of being deployed in a combat environment in Iraq or Afghanistan?
17. If you could make recommendations on how to improve deployments in a combat
environment for single women, what recommendations would you make, and
why? To whom would you make these recommendations to (e.g., military leaders,
policy makers, religious leaders, health care professionals, etc.)? Why?
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Appendix D: Interview Script

(This script will be read to each participant before starting the interview process)
Thank you for participating in the study. As a matter of protocol, I will review the
informed consent letter to ensure you understand your rights and the process of the study.
Your participation in this study is voluntary. If you choose not to participate, or withdraw
from the study later, you can do so without penalty or loss of benefit, if any. The results
of the research study may be published, but your identity will remain confidential and
your name will not be disclosed to outside parties. Do you have any questions, or
concerns about the informed consent?
We will conduct an audiotaped open-ended, semistructured interview about the
readjustment experience of single women returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.
The interview will take approximately 60-90 minutes. Your confidentiality and privacy
will be protected and maintained throughout the interview and data collection process.
Measures to maintain confidentiality will include, but are not limited to, securing the data
in a controlled environment inside a locked file cabinet and computer files will password
protected. Both forms of security will only be accessible to me, Ms. Joanie Rainey. In
addition, a follow-on review of the transcribed interview will be necessary to ensure the
accuracy, credibility, and interpretation of the findings resulting from the data analysis.
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Appendix E: Military and Family Life Counseling Resource Information

Following the interview process should you need the support or assistance of a
licensed professional counselor please contact Military OneSource, the Military and
Family Life Counseling Program, where you will find confidential help available.
Military OneSource offers a call center as well as online support to connect you to
a program or professional to make sure you receive the assistance you need. They are
available 24/7 online and by telephone no matter where you serve or live, you always
have support. As a DOD health care beneficiary (e.g., active duty military, retiree, etc.)
you are entitled to medical care within the Military Health Care System.
To learn more about who they serve and eligibility requirements, contact them at
1-800-342-9647 to speak with a consultant, or see what services they offer at:
http://www.militaryonesource.mil/confidential-help/mflc.
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Appendix F: Glossary of Acronyms

AD: Active Duty

AOC: Area of Concentration

CZ: Combat Zone

DOD: Department of Defense

MOS: Military Occupational Specialty

OEF: Operation Enduring Freedom

OIF: Operation Iraqi Freedom

SM: Service Member

WAC: Women’s Army Corps

WAAC: Women’s Auxiliary Army Corps

